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I. Introduction 

Drought is a time where a territory receives less than average precipitation. Lack of adequate 

precipitation results in decreased surface or groundwater moisture, reduced water flow rate, crop losses, 

and water scarcity. Droughts are the second most damaging natural phenomena after hurricanes.  

The beginning and the end of the drought is also hard to determine because the warning indications 

of the drought can be difficult to detect immediately, and it can last weeks or months to establish whether 

the drought has begun. For the same cause, it is hard to foresee the end of the drought since it may 

continue for an unforeseen duration of time.  Drought conditions can often last in an area for a century or 

more.   

Southeast Asia has been impacted by a sequence of droughts, mostly induced by El Niño cases. 

Droughts may have significant cumulative effects – impacting the poor harder and increasing injustice, as 

well as destroying the soil and raising the potential for ongoing disputes between countries over territories. 

The damaged area is expected to change and extend, with distant regions vulnerable to prolonged drought 

conditions. Droughts have generated significant economic and social crises throughout the region, including 

humanitarian disasters and food scarcity.  

The scale of the impact increases, depending on their extent, frequency, and intensity. The result 

differs based on local circumstances, patterns of land use, and water utilization. Much will rely on a region's 

adaptability to drought, that will directly impact its stage of economic growth and innovative capacity, as 

well as socio-economic variables such as institutions and policies, behavioral patterns, and culture. The 

southeast Asian Member States will, therefore, need to consider and prepare for potential shifts in weather 

conditions. 
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Figure 1-1: Number of droughts and people affected by country, 1988-2017, EM-DAT: International Disaster Database - Universite Catholique de 

Louvain (UCL) - CRED, D. Guha-Sapir- www.emdat.be, Brussels, Belgium) (AHA Centre Weekly Disaster Updates - 

https://ahacentre.org/asean-weekly-disaster-update/ ) United Nations publication. “Ready for the Dry Years: Building resilience to drought in 

South-East Asia.” UNESCAP, United Nations, 2020, 

https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/publications/Ready%20for%20the%20Dry%20Years.pdf. 

In the last 30 years, more than 66 million people in Southeast Asia have struggled with the effects of 

drought. This constitutes 17 percent of the overall number of residents in the area hit by natural disasters – 

including storms (44 percent) and flooding (34 percent). Nevertheless, several drought incidents have not 

been recorded. As shown in Figure 1-1, Emergency Events Database (EM-DAT) data indicate that Thailand 

was the most impacted by drought, accompanied by Cambodia, the Philippines, and Viet Nam. Monitoring 

publications from The ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian Assistance on Disaster Management 

(AHA Center) suggest that more than 4.8 million people in the southern part of ASEAN were impacted by 

drought in the third quarter of 2018.  (United Nations publication. “Ready for the Dry Years: Building 

resilience to drought in South-East Asia.” UNESCAP, United Nations, 2020,) 

Droughts affect people in a variety of different ways. Access to safe drinking water is vital for life, and 

water supplies can wane throughout the drought. Without water resources, citizens need to import an 

adequate amount of water from somewhere else to sustain their lives. Water is necessary for crops. When 

not enough moisture comes to growing plants, they should be irrigated. Irrigation is only possible if there is 

an adequate amount of water in the water resources nearby. Throughout drought, these water sources are 

reduced and perhaps even dry up, restricting the irrigation of crops from being watered and causing them 

to die. 
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III. Involved Countries and Organizations 

Cambodia 

Approximately 2.5 million citizens have been impacted because of drought, water scarcity, soil 

erosion, livestock casualties, and decreased crop production. Throughout 2015, the drought harmed nearly 

250,000 hectares of agricultural land and damaged more than 40,000 hectares of rice.  

Indonesia  

Drought has confirmed in 16 of 34 regions, with a total of 43 districts in eight areas facing severe 

drought conditions. Nusa Tenggara Timur (NTT) was among the most affected territories. Here, the 

consequences of the drought have been compounded by high poverty rates and malnourishment. Apart 

from the 500,000 people who require emergency food aid, an estimated 700,000 have been deemed at risk 

of malnutrition in NTT. Also, three million Indonesians live in extreme poverty in extremely drought-affected 

constituencies, of which 1.2 million depended on precipitation for agricultural production. Among weeks 28 

and 36 of 2018 alone, more than 4.8 million people were impacted because of drought.  

Malaysia  

The drought has led to the degradation of a few hundred acres of crops as a consequence of the 

Sabah burning. 

Myanmar 

Approximately 300 villages struggled with water scarcity in Myanmar, and the nation has witnessed 

high temperatures, abnormal climate conditions, increased potential fire risk, and severe soil erosion.  

The Philippines 

In 2016, the province of Davao del Norte in Mindanao formally declared of catastrophe because of 

the severe drought caused by El Niño. An additional 229,000 people have been impacted. Agricultural loss 

in the region has been valued at $19.2 million.  

Viet Nam 

El Niño triggered the worst drought the nation had experienced in 90 years, impacting 52 of the 63 

provinces. Besides, in particular coastal regions, seawater penetration has risen to 90 kilometers inland, 
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causing river water to be too saline for usage, whether to irrigate fields or to continue fishing. There has also 

been a substantial rise in the prevalence of water-related infections and extreme acute malnutrition.  

ASEAN  

Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN) aims to provide cooperation in every aspect, 

ensuring tranquility throughout the region within the framework of respect. 

ESCAP  

The Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) functions under the United 

Nations to facilitate collaboration between the Member States to accomplish sustainable improvements.  

UNCCD 

United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCDD) is an international convention aimed 

at mitigating the impact of drought and desertification on the world. Adopted in Paris on 17 June 1994 and 

came into force in December 1996.  

III. Focused Overview of the Issue 

Historically, droughts were localized throughout northern and southern Viet Nam, south Sulawesi 

and Borneo, and central Java, Sulawesi, and Papua. However, the drought region will soon expand to 

Cambodia and the south of Thailand, with comparable circumstances throughout the southernmost portion 

of Sumatera and Borneo, with minor El Niños. The northern section of Viet Nam and Laos will face 

prolonged drought with more serious El Niño effects in the future. 

1. The Climate in Southeast Asia 

Southeast Asia's climate is predominantly tropical – hot and humid with plentiful precipitation 

throughout the year. Northern Vietnam and the Myanmar Himalayan range are Southeast Asia's sole areas 

with a subtropical climate that has a snowy winter. Most of Southeast Asia has a rainy and dry season 

arising from seasonal variations in winds or monsoons. During the storms, the tropical rain belt triggers extra 

rainfall. The rainforest is the second largest on the planet. Mountainous regions within the northern province 

are an exception to this type of weather and flora, where high elevation contributes to a temperate 

climate and drier terrain.  
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2.  Effects of Climate Crisis 

Southeastern Asia is one of the world's climate-change prone regions.  Climate change will have a 

significant impact on agricultural production in Southeast Asia, including specific shifts in precipitation, water 

availability, and quality, which will profoundly affect the watering of crops. Climate change is also expected 

to weaken Southeast Asia's fishing industry. 

3.  Impacts of the Drought 

   

Figure 1-11 — ASEAN countries: Percentage of damage from extensive and intensive disasters, 2000-2013, Note: Data are from Cambodia, 

Indonesia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, and Viet Nam. United Nations publication. “Ready for the Dry Years: Building resilience to drought in 

South-East Asia.” UNESCAP, United Nations, 2020, 

https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/publications/Ready%20for%20the%20Dry%20Years.pdf. 

The data gathered from Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, and Viet Nam in 

Figure 1-11 indicates that 85% of the people are affected by extensive disasters and 98% of the crops are 

damaged. On the other hand, 90% of the houses are destroyed in intensive disasters. A greater percentage 

of individuals and services are impacted by extensive catastrophes. Intensive disasters have caused higher 

death rates and the destruction of houses, but extensive disasters have had a significant impact on social 

sectors. 

3.1 Hunger/food safety 

Food safety is severely compromised by reduced agricultural production and the cumulative risk of 

water shortage. Droughts affect farming and crops. Costs rise in countries that are already experiencing 

food insecurity, will contribute to civil instability, immigration, and famine. Drought is also undermining food 
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health and limiting the usage of water for household usage, impacting the lifestyles of human beings on a 

considerable scale.  

3.2 Poverty 

Drought will contribute to a possible societal effect, including human health issues because of the 

scarce and low quality of water, the danger to public protection from rising forest fires, and behavioral shifts 

by urbanization.  About 34% of South-East Asians in livestock, fisheries, and forestry are working in the 

statistical yearbook 2018 of ASEAN. Such industries are the largest source of industry-based employment 

in the region and are susceptible to drought, which is a significant effect of climate change. Droughts limit 

food stocks and prevent peoples' wages in agriculture-based societies.  Water and land scarcity, combined 

with a series of disasters, destroy conventional ways of coping, especially the residents on high poverty 

rates, who live on the most deprived territory. 

3.3 Inequality 

Drought harms the poor residents more because of their sole source of income being 

agriculture-based. The difference in wages and resources is also exacerbated by disparities in access to 

social services, health care, natural disaster aid, and even schooling.   

3.4 Land degradation 

Drought is one of the significant reasons for soil erosion and is essential to the environmental 

protection intersection of nutrition-energy-water. Drought may lead to tremendous losses to crop damage 

or failure for the ASEAN Member States, as agriculture accounts for up to 25.9 percent of its GDP in the 

region. Therefore, migration tensions and disputes over limited natural systems can often be the results. 

3.5 Conflict 

Drought leading to environmental destruction alters available resources. This raises dispute risk, 

combined with deprivation, injustice, unstable land ownership, and power imbalances.  Higher tension 

caused by drought stressor would also impact the other results and raise socio-economic insecurity.  

One of the potential cascading consequences of drought is the destruction of agrarian 

land. According to the duration and extent of the drought, the crop fails significantly, which affects the 

nutritional health of the population and triggers famine. Farm failure also leads to poverty, since farmers 

won't have products to sell, resulting in a negative promulgating effect, because people also experience a 

decrease in other sectors. The wealthiest community members have coping mechanisms and savings to 

reduce the impact. Still, weak residents have less accumulation to rely on during these processes, which 
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results in income injustice. Increasing deprivation and injustice will then serve as stressors to raise tension 

and displacement risks. 

3.6 Energy 

Droughts that cause concerns regarding the reliability of power output from plants that need coolant 

to function safely. Droughts can also render hydroelectric resources inaccessible. If heatwaves combine 

with droughts, the energy demand will increase, exacerbating grid tension. 

IV. Key Vocabulary 

Precipitation: All kinds of waterfalls (rainfall, snow, etc.) from the atmosphere on earth. 

Soil Moisture Anomaly: The predictor assesses the water content in the surface soil to measure 

drought conditions, in particular plants having difficulty in extracting moisture from the ground. 

Irrigation: Watering of soil through mechanical action, usually for cultivation.  

El Niño: A weather phenomenon found in the Pacific Ocean to the east and central equatorial. Winds from 

the affected region weaken during an El Niño, and sea temperatures get warmer. 

Drought index: A numerical scale used by researchers to explain the intensity of drought. Researchers 

classify several types of data and "mix" it into a single amount, called a drought index value, to make it 

easier to recognize a specific area's drought conditions.  

Slow-onset catastrophe:  A slow-onset catastrophe is described as one that does not arise from a single, 

discrete incident but arises slowly over time, mostly depending on the confluence of multiple events. 

Rapid-onset cataclysm: Rapid-onset catastrophe unfolds almost instantaneously, slow-onset catastrophe 

can be expected far more in advance and occur over months or even years.  

Disaster-prone areas: A disaster-prone area is an area that has the risk of being very seriously affected by a 

disaster. 

V. Important Events & Chronology 
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Date  Event 

April 20, 2005 
Oxfam reported that if the drought lasted after May, a lot 

more food would be required since Vietnam's Red River has 



 
 

VI. Past Resolutions and Treaties 

- The ASEAN Declaration on Culture of Prevention ASEAN Vision 2025 on Disaster Management 

The ASEAN Vision 2025 on Disaster Management aims to decide on the plans and direction of the 

ASEAN for the next decade. It contains the strengthening of the AHA Centre’s role in disaster management 

and emphasizes the importance of “One ASEAN One Response.” 

-  ASEAN-UN Joint Strategic Plan on Disaster Management 

This partnership between ASEAN and UN prioritizes to provide the collaboration between ASEAN 

and the UN to manage the disaster risks and increase the domestic capacity of nations against disasters.  
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been at its lowest level for a hundred years, Red River, 
Vietnam. 

February 11, 2006 
The drought in northern Vietnam has affected around 
740,000 acres while the level of the Red River kept 

lowering.  

April 21, 2008 

The government of Thailand reported that more than 10 
million people were affected by drought in sections of 

Thailand's rice bowl area, increasing worries as staple grain 
prices soared. 

February 26, 2016 
The Thailand government has announced that there are 
highly probable to be water shortages in 28 provinces. 

March 15, 2016 

The Government of Vietnam invited foreign stakeholders to 
aid in its attempts to include priority funding for clean 
drinking water, hygiene, and food assistance in areas 

impacted by droughts and improved surveillance of potential 
infectious diseases. 

April 26, 2016 

The Vietnamese government, United Nations, and allies 
encouraged the international community to endorse a USD 
48.5 million collaborative UN-Government disaster response 

program to tackle the drought of El Niño. 

June 7, 2016 
The province of Davao del Norte (Mindanao, Philippines) has 

confirmed the state of disaster because of the drought 
caused by El Niño. 

June 15, 2016 
In June, a Thai government official said that the ongoing 

precipitation that occurred at the beginning of the monsoon 
season had mitigated the drought. 

August 19, 2019 
2,620 villages are affected by drought in 7 provinces of 

Indonesia. 

January 6, 2020 
Many provinces of Thailand are experiencing drought 
conditions. 

March 7, 2020 
Five Vietnamese provinces have proclaimed a state of 
emergency. 

https://www.asean.org/storage/2012/05/fa-220416_DM2025_email.pdf
https://asean.org/storage/2017/12/ASEAN-UN-JSPADM-2016-2020_final.pdf
https://asean.org/storage/2017/12/ASEAN-UN-JSPADM-2016-2020_final.pdf


 
 

- ASEAN Agreement on Disaster Management and Emergency Response  

The primary purpose of this agreement is to reduce the harmful effects of disasters in every 

aspect and also to respond to the emergencies collectively as a nation. 

- ASEAN Disaster Risk Financing and Insurance 

The Global Facility has constituted this report for Disaster Reduction and Recovery (GFDRR), the 

World Bank, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Secretariat, and United Nations 

International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR). It concentrated on financing and insurance of 

disaster management.  

VII. Failed Solution Attempts 

The 2014–2023 strategic plan for climate change in Cambodia establishes a framework to increase 

the adaptability to drought and other climatic threats. Moreover, specific aspects of drought prevention and 

creating sustainable drought adaptability are discussed by specific sector-relevant strategies and policies. 

Drought is dealt with within the topic of conservation and regulation of water supplies. The Government of 

Cambodia has undertaken efforts to develop the country's meteorological and hydrological infrastructure 

and provide timely details on climate and possible threats, including drought, within the context of 

the Climate Change Strategic Plan for Water Resources and Meteorology (2013-2017). The program also 

includes the development of a regional groundwater dataset to detect agricultural irrigation infrastructure. To 

this end, eWater Australia has assisted a range of water accounting initiatives based on Australia's dryland 

management experience. The program further calls for the restoration of irrigation mechanisms in small - to 

- medium scales that can more effectively respond to droughts. The Royal Government plans to expand 

national capability for biotechnology to tackle the climate crisis and respond to more regular and extreme 

droughts. Formation of climate-resilient, high-level varieties of crops, better seeds for garden cultivation and 

management, secondary plants, and agro-producing crops, enhancing livestock supply chains are a top 

priority for the 2014–2018 Agricultural Development Program. 

In addition to national programs, many donation-supported ventures explicitly relate to the growth of 

drought tolerance. The goal is to create institutional capacity to track the environment and weather in the 

Kingdom of Cambodia through the Strengthening Climate Information and Early Warning Systems to 

Support Climate-Resilient Development (2015-2020). It is conducted by UNDP and funded by the Global 

Environment Facility.    The project also aims to establish an early warning mechanism along with research, 

simulation, and distribution of environment patterns knowledge and weather advice. 
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The Asian Development Bank is assisting another project in the Greater Mekong Subregion for Flood 

and Drought Management and Mitigation (2013-2020). It intends to improve the control of drought and 

flood in the province of Pursat by enhancing the capacity to predict and alert floods and drought, develop 

water supply systems, and construct flood capacities. The goal is to create organizational capabilities and 

strengthen the cooperation of national disaster risk reduction (DRR) and emergency response organizations 

in their strategic plans. It also seeks the development of practical approaches for disaster risk reduction and 

adaptability by a community-based disaster risk reduction in urban and rural sub-national institutions. 

The Kingdom of Cambodia is introducing a project called "Building resilient agricultural practices by 

integrating geospatial information for agricultural monitoring in the Lower Mekong River Basin: An emphasis 

on rice condition." The project aims to improve food protection and prosperity against climate change and 

other hazards by enhancing access to remote early warning information in the event of climate shocks, 

solving cross-border water problems, and providing geo-referenced cloud-based crop tracking systems for 

development.  

VIII. Possible Solutions 

Slow-onset catastrophes, including droughts, attract fewer legislators and the media than the 

rapid-onset cataclysms. Therefore, it is crucial for citizens residing in disaster-prone areas to learn how and 

what to do in such circumstances. A comprehensive development strategy needs to be designed by 

analyzing how resources are spread within nations and how authorities must assign more funding and staff 

to reduce risks and build drought capacity.  ASEAN and ESCAP have worked collaboratively to exchange 

experiences in drought governance by recognizing problems and opportunities, especially for Cambodia, 

Laos, Myanmar, and Vietnam in reduced-capacity and highly threatening countries. 

In the struggle against drought, ASEAN must pursue the development of the state, regional, and 

national structures through the implementation of a civil society strategy. A coordinated government-wide 

drought response strategy should render ASEAN communities more conscious of the growing significance 

of droughts in the future and of the need for better mitigation and adaptation. 

Establishing policy responses to reduce the effects of potential drought and should, at the end of the 

day, will reinforce efforts to create a drought-tolerant ASEAN community. Such goals are in line with 

Asean's 2025 Vision for Disaster Management and current complementarity activities between ASEAN 2025 

and the Sustainable Development Agenda of the UN 2030.  

Research and development initiatives make it necessary to consider and track drought. The 

response to the impact of drought in South-East Asia has therefore been the focus that ASEAN decided in 
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2016 to carry out a comprehensive analysis in the Member States on the drought situation to identify 

approaches and preventative steps. Solidarity and dedication among the ASEAN Member States would 

help to solve the issue of drought collectively and to take the necessary actions. Building drought resilience 

should depend predominantly on domestic work. However, national initiatives must always be put inside 

regional cooperation structures. Drought adaptation is also a component of the Agenda for Sustainable 

Development. Resilience building programs lead to the accomplishment of some Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs). 

Although the drought is unavoidable, its results are foreseeable, and the precautions can be taken 

before it brings a massive amount of harm within itself. A variety of immediate steps developed and 

implemented will alleviate drought effects, secure the vulnerable populations, and foster a sustainable 

community. 

First, every nation should establish drought tracking and early warning mechanisms in order to 

strengthen drought risk analysis. These can promote rapid assistance for core industries such as agriculture 

as well as plan social security in order to mitigate the implications for low-income communities. More reliable 

weekly and monthly forecasts, which requires immediate response and mid-term correction, may also 

reduce risks. Longer predictions may be implemented by in-season near-real-time tracking that can deliver 

warnings many days sooner than expected. Such surveillance can be accomplished by expanding the 

ESCAP Regional Drought Mechanism, which provides countries with resources, facilities, infrastructure 

development, and knowledge for designing drought action plans. ESCAP also might increase its 

cooperation within its Regional Space Applications Program for Sustainable Development in Asia and the 

Pacific with the ASEAN Research and Training Center for Space Technology and Applications. ESCAP is 

actively working to develop capacities and resources for countries needing assistance through this 

partnership and other collaborators. 

There are also significant ways to use risk funding resources to help rural drought resistance. 

However, this needs a transition from post-disaster financing to a model where aid is expected and can be 

applied quickly and efficiently to preserve living standards.  The previous social welfare model is also 

evolving against droughts. Instead of concentrating on the evaluation of post-event requirements, the 

ideology currently is to sign up distributees in advance and to make cash transfers to people on low 

incomes efficiently rather than giving material assistance. Projected finance is a relatively recent technology. 

For any situation, funds are paid out on the basis of a prediction, until an incident or disaster occurs. 

In diverse and drought-affected regions, however, dispute threats may gradually emerge. Preparing 

for emerging confrontation situations would also be essential to deter and minimize the negative impacts on 
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sustainability and cohesion in society over the long term. Concurring demands may be transformed into 

non-violent agreements, combined with climate resilience, by better utilization of natural resources. 

IX. Useful Links 

- El Niño, Poor Water Management, and Climate Change Bringing Droughts to Asia and the Pacific: 
https://www.adb.org/news/features/el-nino-poor-water-management-and-climate-change-bringing-

droughts-asia-and-pacific 

- Understanding the drought impact of El Nino on the global agricultural areas: 
http://www.fao.org/resilience/resources/resources-detail/en/c/1114447/ 

- Effects of El Nino on Papua New Guinea region: 

https://www.oxfam.org/en/powerful-el-nino-brings-droughts-and-food-insecurity-millions-papua-ne

w-guinea 

- UN-ASEAN study on possible future impacts of drought in the South-East Asia region: 

https://www.unescap.org/news/more-dry-years-ahead-south-east-asia 

- The strategic plan of ASEAN for the next 10 years on disaster management: 

https://www.asean.org/storage/2012/05/fa-220416_DM2025_email.pdf 

- The strategic plan of action of the UN and ASEAN for 2016-2020: 

https://asean.org/storage/2017/12/ASEAN-UN-JSPADM-2016-2020_final.pdf 

- ASEAN Disaster Risk Financing and Insurance Phase 2: 

https://asean.org/launched-asean-disaster-risk-financing-insurance-phase-2/ 
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