
www.rsis.edu.sg/nts           MAY 2015
  

 
 
 
NTS Bulletin May 2015 
 
 

Reinforcing Health Security in ASEAN 
 
 
 
By Centre for Non-Traditional Security (NTS) Studies 
S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies (RSIS) 
Singapore 
 
 
With the recent rise of emerging and re-emerging infectious diseases such as Middle East Respiratory 
Syndrome, Ebola, multi-drug resistant tuberculosis, it is important to further reinforce ASEAN‟s 
preparedness to tackle infectious diseases. 
 
Cooperation on Health Security 
 

Has there been progress in terms of health security in ASEAN? The past fifteen years highlight two critical 
milestones for cooperation on health security in ASEAN. The first milestone was triggered by Severe Acute 
Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) in 2003 which effectively securitised infectious diseases in ASEAN. After 
SARS and a series of avian influenza outbreaks (H5N1 and H1N1), a number of regional mechanisms were 
put in place, including the Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza (HPAI) Task Force (2004), a host of ASEAN 
Plus Three (APT) mechanisms that emerged from the Emerging Infectious Disease Programme (2004) 
including the Field Epidemiology Training Network, Emerging Infectious Disease website and the 
Partnership Laboratories. SARS and avian influenza were the impetus for the regional health agenda to be 
primarily concentrated on infectious diseases with pandemic potential.  
 
Another milestone is the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community Blueprint in 2009 that laid out 55 health action 
lines which were further operationalised in the ASEAN Strategic Framework on Health Development (2010-
2015). The framework explicitly charted a multi-sectoral and multi-stakeholder approach including 
collaboration, cooperation and partnerships on health which were outlined into five areas that include, but 
are not limited to, capability building in communicable disease control, enhancing food security and safety; 
providing access to healthcare and promoting healthy lifestyles; building disaster-resilient nations and safer 
communities and ensuring a drug-free ASEAN. Some of these action lines are implemented with other 
working groups in other ASEAN Community pillars which further reinforce the need for cooperation with the 
political and economic spheres of community building. Various aspects of disease prevention and control, 
disaster resilience and the eradication of drugs require not only health-centred approaches but also political 
and economically-motivated solutions – interventions that are not centred solely on access to a global 
public good but also in the responsibility to protect at-risk communities and vulnerable groups of society. 
 
Communicable Disease Control: Vital Progress but Substantive Gaps  

 
ASEAN clearly have the appropriate regional frameworks and mechanisms for collaboration, cooperation 
and partnerships on health security, however there are still substantial gaps among ASEAN member states 
in terms of globally required core capacities.1 

                                                        
1A critical indicator of the status of health security is the International Health Regulation‟s (IHR) Core Capacity Index based on 28 
indicators for eight core capacities (as shown in Figure 1) that measure national, intermediate and community response levels to 
public health risks and public health emergencies of international concern (PHEIC). In addition to monitoring these capacities, 



 
Despite the WHO-led Asia Pacific Strategy for Emerging Diseases (APSED) that supported ASEAN 
programmes for capability building in communicable disease control, the International Health Regulation 
(IHR) core capacity gaps within ASEAN are still of substantive concern. Based on the rationale for the 
ASEAN Community building, the less developed CMLV group (Cambodia, Myanmar, Lao PDR and 
Vietnam) needs to be integrated with the more developed ASEAN6 (Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, 
Philippines, Singapore and Thailand). In terms of the eight core capacities, the CMLV group is almost at 
par on average with the ASEAN6 group on surveillance and legislation, but the gap in terms of 
coordination, preparedness, response, laboratory and human resources is still substantial (see Figure 1). 
The CMLV group is also almost at par with ASEAN6 in terms of zoonosis and food safety, but it still has 
considerable capability building needs forchemical and radionuclear health hazards and public health 
events at points of entry (see Figure 2). Gaps in critical capacities such as coordination and preparedness, 
and capabilities for public health events at points of entry pose serious threats to regional health security, 
as viruses know no political boundaries. 
 

 
 
Health Security beyond 2015 
 
There has been substantive regional effort into developing core capacities for international public health 
emergencies. However, with the funding of capacity building and training programmes hinged on three to 
five year cycles, sustaining the momentum and avoiding pandemic fatigue is indispensable. Including the 
IHR core capacity index to measure the region‟s capability to control communicable diseases in the ASEAN 
Community Scorecard is critical. Aside from ASEAN dialogue partners and their aid agencies, a number of 
nongovernment organisations, philanthropic foundations, the private sector and academic communities, 
have all significantly contributed to regional health activities, from setting up collaborative surveillance 
mechanisms to supporting training networks. Thus, ASEAN would not need any new mechanism for 
communicable disease control as it already has the regional framework for it. The only thing needed is to 
reinforce and sustainably support existing mechanisms to strengthen health security in the region.  
 
ASEAN has come far in terms of the progress that has already been made in building its IHR core 
capacities. Addressing the capacity gaps for health hazards and public health events at points of entry will 
need a more comprehensive approach that entails all three ASEAN Community pillars. ASEAN cannot be 

                                                                                                                                                                                                        
human health hazards (zoonosis, food safety, chemical and radionuclear) and public health events at points of entry (PoE) are also 
monitored.  

 

Figure 1. IHR Core Capacity Gaps between 
ASEAN6 and CMLV (2013) 

Figure 2. Gaps in Capacity for Health 
Hazards and Public Health Events at 
Points of Entry between ASEAN6 and 

CMLV (2013) 
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complacent in terms of closely assessing and improving its capacity to tackle public health emergencies 
that not only endanger regional health security but also multiply political and socio-economic insecurities. 
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Events & Announcements 
 

 CIFAL-RSO Training Workshop on Enhancing a Victim Centred Approach to Trafficking in Persons, 

22–25 June 2015, Jeju, Republic of Korea. 

 2nd International Conference on Cybercrime and Cybersecurity, 24–25 June 2015, Morocco. 

 Call for Presentations: Slavery Past, Present and Future, 1st Global Meeting, 7–9 July 2015, Oxford, 

United Kingdom. 

 
HUMANITARIAN ASSISTANCE AND DISASTER RESPONSE 
 

News & Commentaries 
 

 Mely Caballero-Anthony, Alistair D. B. Cook, Julius Cesar Imperial Trajano, Nepal earthquake: 
Enhancing international humanitarian cooperation, RSIS Commentaries, 27 April 2015. 

 Nepal: opening first field hub, UN health agency expands support to areas cut off by quake, UN 
News Centre, 3 May 2015. 

 Reuters, Typhoon Dodong, Mt. Bulusan pose twin threats to PHL, GMA News Online, 8 May 2015. 

 Pradumna Bickram Rana, Nepal earthquake: Could a stronger and more scenic country emerge?, 
RSIS Commentaries, 11 May 2015. 

 Joel Guinto, Why Typhoon Dodong caused few deaths, ABSCBN News.com, 11 May 2015. 

 Singapore Armed Forces concludes relief mission in Nepal, AsiaOne, 11 May 2015. 
 

Selected Publications 
 

 UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), 2015, Global humanitarian overview 

2015, Geneva. 

 Development Initiatives, Global humanitarian assistance report 2014, Bristol.  
 

Events & Announcements  
 

 The Asian Conference on Peace, Humanitarian Aid and Service, 6–8 August 2015, Hiroshima, 
Japan. 

 AIDF Asia: Aid & Response Summit 2015, 16–18 June 2015, Bangkok, Thailand. 
 
 
 

WATER SECURITY 
 

News & Commentaries 

 

 UAE delegation advances water security debate at the 7 th World Water Forum, Water Online, 21 
April 2015. 

 Elizabeth Harrington, USDA spends $900,000 to teach „meta-thinking‟ about water to children, The 
Washington Free Beacon, 22 April 2015. 

 Kamran Haider and Natalie Obiko Pearson, Even China won‟t finance this dam as water fight 
looms, Bloomberg, 22 April 2015. 

 Elijah Wolfson, Drying up: The race to save California from drought, Newsweek, 23 April 2015. 

 Alyssa Martino, Water scarcity is helping radicalize the Middle East, Vice, 25 April 2015. 

 Swaran Singh, Water was and geopolitics, The Hindu, 26 April 2015. 

 Nation‟s water security threat has reached alarming proportions, VietnamNet, 27 April 2015. 

 PBSP, Coca Cola, US Government partner to improve water access, Philippine Information Agency, 
29 April 2015. 
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 Mwangi S. Kimenyi and John Mukum Mbaku, The limits of the new “Nile Agreement”, Brookings 
Institute, 28 April 2015. 

 Bijan Khajehpour, Iran‟s water crisis reaches critical levels, Al-Monitor, 1 May 2015. 

 Yee Xiang Yun, Cloud seeding as dams dry up in Johor, The Star, 1 May 2015. 
 

Selected Publications 
 

 IANAS and UNESCO, 2015, Urbanwater challenges in the Americas: A perspective from the 
Academies of Sciences, Mexico. 

 Dimitrios Zikos, Alevgul H. Sorman and Marisa Lau, 2015, Beyond water security: A securitisation 
and identity in Cyprus, International Environmental Agreements: Politics, Law and Economics, 
Vol.15. 
 

Events & Announcements 
 

 Water and Energy 2015: Opportunities for Energy and Resource Recovery in the Changing World, 
8–10 June 2015, Washington DC, The United States of America. 

 WEF-EESS Asia-Pacific Wastewater Treatment and Reuse Conference 2015, 28 June – 1 July 
2015, Singapore. 
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