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Purpose: 
To provide best practices that inform civil and military stakeholders of how 
significant localized responses in the Asia-Pacific are impacting operational 
environments in locally led disaster responses in the region. 

Scope:
The years-long conversation on localization of humanitarian response has not 
often focused on the role national or foreign militaries may play in supporting 
locally led responses spearheaded by civilian agencies. This pamphlet is based 
on interviews and consultations with key national actors, a review of qualitative 
research and case studies focusing on the heavily locally led responses in 
Indonesia, following the September 2018 earthquake and tsunami in Central 
Sulawesi, and in Tonga and Fiji, following the January 2022 Tongan volcanic 
eruption and tsunami. Our synthesis of the conclusions found in these resources 
seeks to provide insights for consideration in military planning to enhance the 
support military forces can provide to civilian responders.2

What is Localization:
There are varying definitions of localization, ranging from a narrow meaning 
of making funding directly accessible to local organizations, to building the 
capacity of local actors and institutions, enhancing the use of local institutions 
as implementing partners, or advancing locally led humanitarian response 
and development.3 This pamphlet focuses on locally led responses. While all 
responses are led by the Affected State, large-scale international assistance can 
supplant local mechanisms and sideline the meaningful participation of local 
and national actors in decision-making. The emphasis on locally led responses 
prioritizes and supports local and national leadership in decision-making, 
as facilitated by actions to increase local capacity and resources. The most 
substantive and empowering approaches are toward locally led development 
that supports local institutions in a manner that promotes sustainability, reflects 
current ethical sensibilities, incorporates the voices of vulnerable groups, and 
prioritizes the perspectives and preferences of recipient governments, local 
civil society organizations, and host country professionals.4 The overall trend is 
to move away from large, international response mechanisms and as much as 
possible toward more local response capabilities, which are more responsive to 
and reflective of local needs.
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Introduction
 

Why This Matters
There are better outcomes on the ground long-term when those directly affected 
by disasters and crises have greater decision-making power and capacity in crisis 
response and disaster management. 

	→ Early response and access – Local community members will likely be the first 
and perhaps the only ones able to immediately respond to emergency needs. 

	→ Culturally appropriate response – Local responders can more effectively 
communicate directly with affected populations, understand the local 
context, and are able to provide more relevant and appropriate humanitarian 
assistance.5

	→ Acceptance – It can be challenging for international staff to access people in 
need in conflict areas or earn the trust of people even in non-conflict areas. 
Local humanitarian responders are critical to effectively conduct needs 
assessments, distribute relief supplies, and interact with local populations in 
many other ways during aid operations.

	→ Cost effectiveness – Donor funding is often filtered through United Nations 
(UN) agencies or international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 
before supporting local humanitarian responders, increasing transaction costs 
and decreasing aid efficiency.6

	→ Sovereignty and capacity building – Supporting locally led responses respects 
the host nation’s sovereignty and builds long-term local capacity.

The need for inclusion and empowerment of national and local actors 
in humanitarian assistance has been recognized by larger international 
humanitarian organizations and donors who have committed to international 
strategic initiatives for increased localization. The Grand Bargain and the Charter 
for Change are the most prominent of these initiatives. Since localization was 
made a formal priority in the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit’s “Grand 
Bargain,” there has been increasing consensus at policy and normative levels, 
underscored by the COVID-19 pandemic, that local leadership should be 
supported. Yet, change on the ground remains slow.

Military actors can play important and appropriate roles by supporting 
civilian-led local response. As logistics is a military core capability, militaries 
may also be able to contribute to building local capacities in logistics 
preparedness as localization in that aspect is nascent.  In the Regional 
Consultative Group (RCG) on Humanitarian Civil-Military Coordination 
for Asia and the Pacific’s December 2021 Seventh Session, multiple countries 
highlighted the need for military support to local authorities leading responses 
where needs exceed their capacity. 
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Key Points:  
•	 Disaster response is led by national and local civilian agencies and responders, 

and the trend is growing to shift decision-making and implementation toward 
local actors.

•	 Military operations, whether of national or foreign militaries, that support 
civilian-led disaster response benefit from being measured, specific, and time 
bound, and by utilizing officers with situational awareness. Localization of 
disaster relief will require military interlocutors who are aware of localized 
adaptations and with the skills to interpret and adjust to those adaptations. 
For foreign militaries, interlocutors should also be grounded in international 
doctrine.

•	 International humanitarian responders work in support of the host nation and 
affected communities, and the nature of that supporting role is decreasing in 
visibility and decision-making influence in strong locally led responses.

•	 Foreign military assets are in a supporting role to provide unique capabilities, 
such as transport and logistics, and prepared to coordinate with national 
military counterpart. Localization may significantly change how affected state 
militaries liaison with assisting state militaries and what support is requested.

•	 Military personnel should participate substantively in civilian disaster 
dialogues and exercises and in civilian disaster planning to ensure 
understanding of local civil society organizations’ roles. 

•	 Leveraging civil-military disaster planning and preparedness projects can help 
to explore potential military roles in building localized logistical preparedness 
among civilian organizations.

Background
Localization in humanitarian assistance received global visibility at the 2016 
World Humanitarian Summit, where international humanitarian organizations, 
including UN agencies and large NGOs, committed to the “Grand Bargain.” 
This was an agreement between large donors and humanitarian organizations 
to improve humanitarian action effectiveness and efficiency by getting more to 
people in need.7 The facets included increasing multi-year investments in the 
institutional capacities of local and national responders and providing at least 
25% of humanitarian funding to them as directly as possible.8

The United States Agency for International Development (USAID) has recently 
articulated an embrace of localization that channels more funding to local 
organizations and has partners taking the lead in critical roles.9 In November 
2021, Administrator Samantha Power pledged that 25% of USAID direct funding 
will go to local entities in the next four years, up from 6.2% in 2021, and that 
50% of its projects over the next decade will put local partners in the lead to 
co-design projects, set priorities, drive implementation, and evaluate the impact 
of aid programs.10 USAID’s Locally Led Development Initiatives has programs 
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supporting local ownership and leadership of development processes.11

Localization intersects with several cross-cutting issues, including: women, peace 
and security (WPS), which advocates that crisis-affected women participate in 
making decisions that impact them;12 pandemic health security as COVID-19 
travel restrictions drew attention to localization;13 conflict resolution, as locally 
driven peace processes emphasize the need for bottom-up approaches that 
address grassroots issues in the local context;14 and climate change adaptation, 
which often includes disaster risk reduction and community-based resilience-
building initiatives.15 

Given this approach, it is as important as ever to adhere to established U.S. 
foreign disaster relief (FDR) policy. USAID’s Bureau for Humanitarian Assistance 
(BHA) is the lead federal agency for coordinating the U.S. government’s foreign 
disaster response. When the U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) deploys in 
support of FDR (historically 10% of U.S. FDR missions though less in recent 
years), DoD supports USAID/BHA. BHA plays a critical role in vetting requests 
for DoD assistance, to ensure effective and appropriate use of DoD assets. This 
ensures a coordinated response,16 which is usually more efficient and cost-
effective.17 

Localization has been a decades-long conversation in the humanitarian 
community that has entwined with decolonizing aid,18 which is the idea that 
international aid and foreign assistance should be reformed so that structures 
and practices are no longer legacies of colonialism where former colonial powers 
wield outsize decision-making control over former colonies.19 Critiques are 
aimed at localization approaches that do not center locals or fail to listen to local 
input, particularly from marginalized communities.20 “Localization without 
local participation is arrogant,” one senior practitioner and researcher stated,21 
reflecting a widely held perspective among various stakeholders directly affected 
by humanitarian action or development programs.22

Best Practices
This section takes a close look at locally led responses in Indonesia, following 
the September 2018 earthquake and tsunami in Central Sulawesi, and in Tonga 
and Fiji, following the January 2022 Tongan volcanic eruption and tsunami, to 
illustrate identified best practices. First, some background on each event.

Indonesian Earthquake and Tsunami — On 28 September 2018, a 7.4 
magnitude earthquake triggered a tsunami, which caused mass casualties and 
widespread damage to the coastal town of Palu in Central Sulawesi, Indonesia. 
More than 2,000 people were killed, more than 4,600 were seriously injured, and 
an estimated 200,000 people were displaced due to the disaster, as indicated in 
Figure 1, which maps the epicenter in Central Sulawesi.23
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The management of this response was notably different than previous 
responses due to the Government of Indonesia’s shift in policy to restrict 
direct intervention by international aid agencies. All assistance was required 
to be implemented through Indonesian institutions and in coordination with 
the relevant Indonesian authorities. Figure 2 shows the regulations issued by 
Indonesia’s National Disaster Management Authority, BNPB, for international 
NGOs to provide assistance in Central Sulawesi.24

Figure 1: Map of September 2018 Earthquake Epicenter in Sulawesi, Indonesia
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International agencies without an established presence or local partners had 
to rethink their operations. More Indonesian responders led the response, 
participating in operational-level decision-making roles. Per Foreign Ministry 
spokesperson Arrmanatha Nasir, the aim of the policy was not to prevent 
assistance or volunteers from entering Central Sulawesi, but to ensure that 
foreign aid workers first coordinated with national teams or agencies.25 National 
and local organizations helped mobilize women’s networks, student bodies, 
and religious organizations. Palang Merah Indonesia (PMI – Indonesian Red 
Cross Society) was active as usual, but other groups included civil society and 
philanthropic organizations not always seen prominently in disaster response. 
National philanthropic organization Dompet Dhuafa opened an emergency 
command post at the disaster site and used radio broadcasts to recruit 300 
volunteers, including doctors and teachers, to support the emergency phase. 
While a large amount of international civilian and military aid was still received, 
there was also an observed increase in the presence and active participation of 
Indonesian actors in coordination forums, which contributed to greater local and 
national leadership in decision-making.

Tongan Volcanic Eruption and Tsunami — On 15 January 2022, a powerful 
explosive eruption from Tonga’s underwater Hunga Tonga Hunga Ha’apai 
(HTHH) volcano catapulted volcanic ash and gas high into the stratosphere, 
caused ripples in Earth’s ionosphere, sent tsunami waves around the world, and 
blanketed the island nation of Tonga under ash.26 It was the largest volcanic 
eruption recorded by modern equipment27 and generated tsunami waves of up to 
15 meters (49 feet) high for the west coasts of the Tongan islands of Tongatapu, 
‘Eua and Ha’apai.28 Tsunami waves affected areas across the Pacific, reaching as 
far as New Zealand, Japan, the U.S. West Coast, and Peru.29 In the Pacific, Fiji 
and Samoa were affected by the tsunami, with the Fiji military playing a role in 
providing aid to Tonga as well as its own outlying islands. Figure 3 shows a map 
of Tonga, with the oval depicting the location of the HTHH volcano, as well 
as parts of Fiji, including the remote island cluster of the Lau Group that was 
affected by the tsunami.30

The eruption affected approximately 84,000 people across Tonga – 84% of the 
nation’s population – with the greatest needs reported across the islands of ‘Eua, 
Ha’apai, and Tongatapu. The eruptions and tsunami resulted in three deaths in 
Tonga and damaged or destroyed an estimated 240 houses along with public 
infrastructure. One inch (2.5 centimeters) of ashfall covered major populated 
islands, though ashfall as deep as 4-6 inches (10-15 centimeters) was reported in 
some areas.

Tonga’s communications were severely hampered for more than a week after 
the eruption and tsunami, which damaged Tonga’s submarine communications 
cable. While little information was available, New Zealand Defence Force and 
Australian Defence Forces surveillance flights on 17 January showed significant 
damage to houses, roads, water tanks, and other infrastructure on the west 
coast of Tongatapu, the Ha’apai island group, and the west coast of ‘Eua. On 18 
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January, the Prime Minister of Tonga declared a state of emergency. The National 
Emergency Management Office (NEMO) alongside Tonga Geological Services, 
Tonga Red Cross, and His Majesty’s Armed Forces (HMAF) were deployed to 
Ha’apai on Tongan patrol vessel VOEA Ngahau Koula to conduct initial damage 
surveillance and provide immediate relief supplies.

The Tongan Government requested international assistance. However, assistance 
had to adhere to Tonga’s COVID-19 safety protocols. Foreign personnel did not 
arrive to be responders on the ground. Once communications were established 
and ash cleared from the runway, foreign planes landed, delivering assistance 
with minimal contact with local personnel.  

Figure 3: Map of Tonga (Volcano in Oval) and Fiji’s Remote Lau Group Islands

Best Practice: Military operations supporting civilian-led disaster response are 
measured, specific, time bound, and utilize officers with situational awareness.

The Indonesian National Armed Forces (Tentara Nasional Indonesia, or TNI) 
comprised a majority of Indonesian responders on the ground during the first 
couple of weeks after the Sulawesi disaster. One week after the quake, Sutopo 
Purwo Nugroho, head of BNPB’s Data Center for Information and Public 
Relations, detailed the assistance that the government had in evacuating victims; 
responders included 8,223 personnel, of whom 6,338 of them were members of 
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TNI, 1,560 were civilians, and 325 were foreign personnel.31

TNI evacuated survivors from Palu to Makassar in South Sulawesi, and they 
coordinated with the police, who identified the deceased using the Disaster 
Victim Identification method and took their fingerprints before properly burying 
them, retaining victims’ data at the Palu Police office for future family reference.32

TNI played a large role in conducting surveillance flights for the purposes of 
damage assessment, mapping, monitoring, and assessment of facilities including 
runway conditions for relief operations. TNI’s supported search and rescue 
efforts until 11 days after the earthquake. TNI dispatched heavy equipment, 
including 11 excavator units and two bulldozer units,33 to clean up building 
debris and remove rubble.34 TNI also deployed health personnel,35 some of whom 
conducted an airborne health patrol on 7 October in the Donggala Regency area 
of Central Sulawesi with 6 specialist doctors and 12 paramedics who conducted 
health and treatment patrols for disaster victims and evacuated patients with 
serious injuries by helicopter.36

Ensuring military operations in disaster response are measured, specific and 
time-bound not only supports civilian leads in the response, but also benefits 
the military in several ways. First, these constraints help avoid “mission creep,” 
where military resources and capacities are unnecessarily extended beyond the 
initial task, often in ways that are no longer a unique capability. Second, as a 
senior practitioner and researcher points out, it also protects the military from 
becoming embroiled in prolonged recovery efforts, where the goal has shifted 
from saving lives to rebuilding and development. Letting the military become 
involved in ongoing development situations with civilian administrations can 
entangle them in wider decision-making and procurement issues and can 
also create a dependency among civilian counterparts. Limiting the military’s 
involvement to emergency relief, especially during the lifesaving search-and-
rescue phase, allows them a clear exit while the vast majority perceive their role 
very positively.37 Third, this also aligns with international guidelines for a better 
disaster response, including the Oslo Guidelines and the Asia-Pacific Regional 
Guidelines for the Use of Foreign Military Assets in Natural Disaster Response 
Operations (APC MADRO).38 

Utilizing officers with situational awareness is straightforward. One facet of 
this is awareness of civil-military coordination roles, as seen with the increase 
in civil-military training in past decades. However, another level is awareness 
of community disaster plans, especially if military representatives participated 
with civilian counterparts in jointly developing plans, as Indonesia’s Pujiono 
Centre has started to document in their research. The hectic situation of a 
disaster response can sometimes eclipse pre-planned arrangements, especially 
if the military commander tasked with supporting response operations is of 
particularly high rank, which can draw more visibility.39 Thus, having lower-
level military personnel familiar with their roles and their partners can alleviate 
obstacles thrown up by visibility of top commanders.
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In Tonga and Fiji, the militaries are much smaller than the TNI, but they still 
play an active and important role in supporting logistics and transport capacities 
during disaster response.40 During the 2022 emergency response, the military 
of Tonga, His Majesty’s Armed Forces (HMAF), supported the Tongan National 
Emergency Management Office along with other first responders including 
the Tongan Police and Fire and Emergency Services.41 HMAF contributed to 
debris clearance, evacuations, and distribution of relief supplies that flowed in 
from around the world.42 To enable critical international aid to arrive via airlift, 
Tongan soldiers cleared volcanic ash from the Fuaʻamotu international airport 
runway.43 

The Tongan Navy were deployed to isolated islands with medical teams, water, 
food, and tents.44 Tonga’s two patrol boats evacuated the outlying Ha’apai island 
group, which was devastated by tsunami waves around 5 meters (16 feet) tall. 
The VOEA Ngahau Koula patrol boat transported personnel evacuated from 
Mango Island to Masefield Naval Base.45, 46 Tongan Navy vessels were also used to 
distribute relief supplies to outer islands. Photo 1 depicts VOEA Late distributing 
pre-positioned and newly arrived supplies to remote communities.47

Photo 1: The Tongan Navy’s VOEA Late Loading of Disaster Relief Items for Distribution

HMAF also participated as a team member in the after-action review led by the 
National Emergency Operation Centre.48 
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As part of situational awareness, all disaster responders – civilian, military, 
national, and international – should understand the significance of disaster 
management legislation in the affected country. Legislation and policies differ 
significantly between countries. 

Indonesia has a well-developed legal framework guiding the role of security 
forces, civilian agencies, and civil-military coordination in disasters responses. 
This includes Constitution Number 34 (2004) regarding TNI, Act Number 24 
(2007) regarding disaster management, Act Number 39 (2008) regarding state 
ministries, and Head of the National Disaster Management Agency (BNPB) 
Regulation Number 3 (2016) regarding system command handling emergencies 
and disasters.49 TNI is formally integrated in Indonesia’s civilian-led disaster 
management structure and has historically played an instrumental role in 
disaster response. TNI is legally obligated to provide disaster assistance in 
coordination with BNPB per Law 34/2004, as a component of military operations 
other than war, to include providing humanitarian aid and supporting search and 
rescue operations. BNPB has also signed several memoranda of understanding 
with the Ministry of Defense to better facilitate cooperation on disaster 
management activities. 

TNI is included in the Disaster Management Steering Element. The TNI, along 
with the Indonesian national police (POLRI), multiple ministries, and NGOs, 
help comprise the Rapid Reaction Unit (SRC) of BNPB’s National Emergency 
Operations Center. The SRC reinforces the regional government to carry 
out technical assistance, equipment, and logistical support when the local 
government’s capacity is exceeded.50

Best Practice: Ensure responders have knowledge and understanding 
of policies and legislation that delineate disaster response and planning 
relationships in the country affected.

Best Practice: The host nation government, including the military, should 
engage and support at the appropriate national or sub-national levels as 
needed.

Indonesia’s BNPB coordinates emergency response efforts with regional disaster 
management offices (Badan Penanggulangan Bencana Daerah, or BPBDs), the 
TNI, government ministries, the Indonesian Red Cross Society (PMI), NGOs, 
and international donors.51

In Indonesia, even at the city or municipal level, military entities with district 
command are present, along with the regional BPBD. Each city or region has 
policy strategies, programs, and plans. Awareness of how plans and programs 
work at the level are useful, as they explain civil-military coordination and 
interagency roles. Engaging at the appropriate level becomes particularly 
important when disasters are scaled above the local village, town, or municipal 
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level. For larger sub-national disaster responses in Indonesia, such as the 
September 2018 Sulawesi earthquake and tsunami or August 2018 Lombok 
earthquake, more intricate coordination is involved, particularly with mayors 
having territorial jurisdiction and the provincial governor having administrative 
jurisdiction.52 

Through this process, facilitating local logistics capacity development is a 
potential national military role. Research on the localization of logistics 
preparedness in humanitarian assistance has focused on transferring 
capacity and decision-making to local and national actors from international 
humanitarian organizations.  However, as logistics is generally a recognized 
capability of national militaries, their role in increasing localized logistical 
preparedness and building local humanitarian capacity could be explored 
through greater joint participation by civilian and military agencies in disaster 
planning and preparedness activities. There are opportunities for growth in 
localizing logistical preparedness in the identified areas of knowledge transfer, 
stockpiling and warehousing, and standard operating procedures (SOPs). For 
international humanitarian organizations supporting localization of logistics, 
there is a dominant view around transferring logistics preparedness capacities 
from international organizations to countries at the national level; transfers at 
other levels remain to be explored and better documented.53 

In the Pacific, at the regional level, the Pacific Humanitarian Team provides 
information and support to governments, NGOs, and communities. Disaster 
risk reduction communication flows down relatively well to the national level, 
in part due to nationally aligned cluster structures. For Pacific Island countries, 
pushing information down from the national to the provincial and district 
levels is where more communication challenges can be encountered. One Fijian 
disaster response researcher notes that, at the lower levels, there are many small 
administrative districts, some of which may be remotely located or working 
with different resources to build capacity bottom-up to sync with provincial 
and national levels.54 One challenge is that the government-appointed village 
contact is usually not the village chief, who is already respected in the village. 
This separation can not only add an extra layer of coordination but also create 
the burden of gaining familiarity and trust. In Tonga, one strength facilitating 
the relatively quick local response to the HTHH volcano eruption is the dispersal 
of Tongan Red Cross (TRC) personnel. TRC has representatives in nearly every 
community, a reach that may have been aided by Tonga’s relatively smaller size 
compared to other island countries.55

Best Practice: International responders should strive to adapt to support 
through the local systems being used in locally led responses.

The Sulawesi, Indonesia response was locally led, not local-only. This case 
illustrates that while the affected country receives international support tensions 
can arise as the world adapts to national versus international mechanisms and 
processes. 
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A simple but comprehensive barrier can be language. When international 
humanitarian personnel dominate on the ground, cluster meetings are often in 
English, with interpretation or translation not always consistently provided. In 
the Sulawesi response, international agencies sought Indonesian nationals for 
surge roles, and significantly reduced use of international surge mechanisms 
and personnel. National and even some international responders welcomed this 
shift, as among other things, it mitigated the many cultural and language barriers 
that can accompany large numbers of international personnel deployed into the 
country. In a research survey of Sulawesi quake responders, about 89% of survey 
respondents indicated that cluster meetings were always (59%) or sometimes 
(30%) held in the national language, thereby mitigating a huge access barrier for 
local participation and leadership.

Despite the positive aspects of local leadership, some stakeholders note 
challenges. As international responders to Sulawesi were constrained to assist 
through local partnerships, demands for local NGOs increased.56 International 
organizations that did not already have local partnerships tried to rapidly 
establish them. This overwhelmed local NGOs because international NGOs 
brought their own heavy administrative requirements; local NGOs could not 
always rapidly meet these demands and, therefore, missed out on large amounts 
of donor funding.

To bridge some of the gaps between a traditional response and Indonesia’s new 
preferred way of operating, a new regionally tailored coordination mechanism, 
the Joint Operations and Coordination Center for International Assistance 
(JOCCIA), deployed the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
Emergency Response and Assessment Team (ERAT) and co-located with BNPB’s 
National Assisting Post (Pospenas) in support of BNPB and the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs. JOCCIA coordinated incoming international humanitarian 
assistance, particularly from UN agencies and large international NGOs, a 
function that had traditionally been led by UN Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), which shifted to play more of a supporting role 
to ERAT at the JOCCIA.57 

Given the widespread casualties and damage in Sulawesi, Indonesia still accepted 
a considerable amount of foreign assistance but consistently enforced channeling 
it through local or national organizations to facilitate Indonesia-centric 
management of the disaster response on their soil.

In the Pacific, another regionally tailored coordination mechanism is the Pacific 
Humanitarian Team for disaster response and the Pacific Resilience Partnership 
for disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation. They employ cluster 
systems, striving to align as much as possible with national cluster systems 
of Pacific Island countries to facilitate information flow from the regional to 
national level.58
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This trend is also being seen as the Ukraine conflict has shifted international 
humanitarian system dynamics. As Ukraine repels the Russia’s invasion, 
humanitarian aid has cropped up organically, relying first on community 
volunteers’ personal networks reaching out to the Ukrainian diaspora and 
regional assistance. In doing so, they largely bypassed the bureaucratic 
administration of many large UN agencies and international NGOs. 
International organizations want to spend donor funds locally but are facing 
challenges to quickly do so in ways that stay within their administrative 
requirements. This has led to growing calls for the international humanitarian 
architecture to be more flexible in adapting to local on-the-ground mechanisms 
they are purportedly trying to support.59 While there are some good rationales 
for international administrative requirements – namely transparent fiscal 
accountability – international organizations are being called upon to look where 
bureaucratic procedures do not serve a significant purpose.

Best Practice: International military responders continue to follow established 
principles for foreign disaster relief, and also prepare for coordination with 
their host nation military counterpart.

International military responders should keep following established principles 
that foreign military assets provide unique capabilities, often air transport 
and logistics, in support of the host nation. This has been long established 
in international guidelines (i.e., APC MADRO and Oslo) that advise foreign 
military assistance be limited to providing infrastructure support and indirect 
relief when possible. 60 (Note: The same guidelines do not prescribe this to 
national militaries, given state sovereignty in using its own military and the 
likelihood of national military personnel being among first responders, as is the 
case in most countries during disasters.)

Additionally, foreign militaries should prepare for coordination with their 
military counterpart in the disaster-affected state. While every nation is different, 
many countries in the Asia-Pacific with large militaries have their national 
military coordinate with foreign militaries providing disaster assistance. 

In the response to the 2018 Sulawesi earthquake and tsunami, the U.S. was one 
of 18 foreign countries that provided aircraft to support the response. The U.S. 
DoD worked in support of USAID, the lead federal agency for coordinating U.S. 
foreign disaster relief. All foreign military assets assisted in their unique capacity, 
largely supporting in airlift and logistics, and the U.S. was no exception. The 
U.S. military provided assistance in transportation, especially airlift, and airport 
logistics, including offloading. U.S. military aircraft flew 49 missions, delivering 
nearly 600 metric tons (MT) of relief items and transported USAID disaster 
experts, more than 110 aid workers, and more than 300 displaced Indonesians. 
DoD personnel offloaded about 1,570 MT of relief supplies for onward 
transportation from 115 aircraft at airports in Balikpapan and Palu.61 
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During the Sulawesi response, the TNI coordinated all foreign military assets 
through bilateral meetings with countries cleared to assist by the Indonesian 
government. The TNI appointed a dedicated Commanding Officer for the overall 
coordination of foreign military assets in Balikpapan, East Kalimantan, the 
designated Operations Hub for the Relief Operation.62

All best practices and principles for foreign militaries supporting international 
disaster response continue to apply. Foreign militaries assist in their unique 
capacity, usually with airlift and logistics. Additionally, foreign militaries should 
prepare to coordinate with the host nation military, which is a common disaster 
response arrangement in the Asia-Pacific.

Best Practice: Include military and civilian disaster management actors, 
including local civil society organizations, to conduct:
1.	 Joint disaster dialogues and exercises, and
2.	 Joint development of disaster plans and SOPs.

A range of local and national civilian and military actors will be involved in 
responses to even medium-scale disasters. Involving various actors in dialogue 
and preparation build local networks and strengthens disaster responses.

In Indonesia, TNI is already starting to jointly participate with civilian agencies 
in community disaster contingency planning. In a Pujiono Centre baseline 
capacity assessment of the displacement and protection cluster, TNI and 
POLRI representatives worked with Organisasi Perangkat Desa (OPD, a local-
government organization often at the village-level) to develop contingency plans 
for disasters and crises at their local areas.63 In a November 2021 workshop on 
Locally Led Disaster Preparedness and Protection (LLDPP) Project Lessons 
Learned and Improvement of the National Disaster Response Framework, 
findings included the importance of joint commitment of all government 
components, including TNI and POLRI, at both central and provincial levels.64

As TNI is becoming involved in pre-disaster preparation activities, including 
mitigation, exercises, and training, there is an opportunity for exploring with 
civilian agencies how they might support building local logistics preparedness. In 
looking at localizing pre-disaster logistics preparedness, a study of international 
humanitarian organizations found that the majority emphasized transferring 
capacities to local organizations relating to three areas: 1) knowledge on how 
to prepare and respond; 2) stockpiling and warehousing; and 3) SOPs, policies, 
routines, and systems. Many also saw the need to transfer knowledge related 
to procurement and framework agreements, emphasizing procuring goods 
and services as locally as possible.65 Many Indonesian local organizations were 
already procuring locally out of necessity in response to the Sulawesi earthquake, 
especially those organizations that were newly approached by international 
organizations to partner and who were unable to meet the heavy international 
administrative requirements. While the study focused on civilian organizations, 
given the logistics expertise of military organizations, civil-military coordination 
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on localized logistics preparedness is an untapped area of opportunity.

In the Pacific, senior disaster risk reduction personnel report the need for civilian 
and military stakeholders to engage in planning together, to enable coordination 
in responses. While it is noted the military is trained to be ready for response, 
they may enter with less familiarity of civilian mechanisms and process. Having 
military representatives participate in disaster preparedness exercises and 
community-based disaster planning will improve this coordination across the 
disaster management cycle. One Pacific Island expert emphasized that national 
disaster management organizations and military working in planning together 
would help. If planning is done well, to prepare communities to become resilient, 
then response is more automatic. It is considered important to also go beyond 
a response-oriented approach and systematically plan together long-term for 
disaster risk reduction.66

Conclusion
Locally led responses are increasingly common and gained visibility amidst 
COVID-19 travel restrictions. Examinations of the response to Indonesia’s 
2018 Sulawesi earthquake response and the 2022 Tongan volcanic eruption 
indicate that the participation of a diverse set of local and national humanitarian 
responders, including a larger class of local and national NGOs is a positive 
change.67 Locally led does not mean local only, and foreign responders, civilian 
and military, have to adapt to deliver better support. 

Even if a response is nationally or locally led, there is a need to be aware of civil-
military coordination at the appropriate sub-nation level.

Organizing integration of civilian agencies, military units and civil society in 
disaster dialogues and trainings will help relevant potential responders work 
together in the next disaster. Similarly, future disaster responses will benefit from 
military and civilian representatives jointly participating in the development of 
community disaster plans or contingency plans.

Lastly, civil-military planning and preparedness projects must be leveraged to 
explore possible military roles in supporting the localization of information 
sharing, planning, and logistical preparedness to build capacity among civilian 
organizations.

As the future of disaster response progresses toward increasingly locally led 
disasters, it is every stakeholder’s responsibility to consider how to appropriately 
support it in any given situation.



Center for Excellence in Disaster Management & Humanitarian Assistance16

Endnotes
1  Top photo by Andri Tambunan/ActionAid, A medical student volunteer checks the blood pressure of one of the 
1,500 people who found shelter at Langaoge coconut farm in Donggala after the 2018 Indonesia earthquakes and 
tsunami. https://www.actionaidusa.org/work/women-led-response-to-the-sulawesi-earthquake-and-tsunami/ ; 
Bottom photo by Fiji Navy via Instagram, Fijian Navy Sailors on deployment in the Lau Group of islands, accessed 
from “What’s been the Local Response to the 2022 Tonga Eruption?,” https://www.overtdefense.com/2022/02/07/
whats-been-the-local-response-to-the-tonga-eruption/

2  Localization and civil-military coordination were the focus of RCG workshop in March 2021 and Seventh 
Abbreviated Session in December 2021. Otherwise, conversation mainly humanitarian, as seen in: Local to Global 
research from 2009 onward, https://www.local2global.info/research/ ; Justin Corbett, Nils Carstensen and Simone 
Di Vicenz, Survivor- and community-led crisis response, Network paper No. 84, May 2021, HPN ODI.; Localisation 
and local humanitarian action, Humanitarian Exchange No. 79 May 2021.; etc. 
3  Aid Localisation: Current State of the Debate and Potential Impacts of the COVID-19 Crisis. https://www.
alternatives-humanitaires.org/en/2020/07/23/aid-localisation-current-state-of-the-debate-and-potential-impacts-
of-the-covid-19-crisis/  
4  Cooley, Wilson, Ahluwalia. “Perspectives on Localization: Prepared in cooperation with PSC’s Council of 
International Development Companies,” August 2021. https://www.pscouncil.org/a/Resources/2021/Perspectives_
On_Localization.aspx 
5  Gingerich, Tara, and Marc Cohen. Turning the humanitarian system on its head, Oxfam, 2015. https://www.
oxfam.org/en/research/turning-humanitarian-system-its-head ; Ramalingam, Ben, B. Gray, and Giorgia Cerruti. 
Missed opportunities: The case for strengthening national and partnership-based humanitarian responses, 
Christian Aid, Catholic Agency for Overseas Development (CAFOD), Oxfam, Tearfund, ActionAid, 2013. https://
policy-practice.oxfam.org/resources/missed-opportunities-the-case-for-strengthening-national-and-local-
partnership-302657/ 
6  OECD, Localising the Response, 2017.  https://www.oecd.org/development/humanitarian-donors/docs/
Localisingtheresponse.pdf 
7  IASC. Grand Bargain, https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/grand-bargain 
8  https://odihpn.org/magazine/localisation-and-local-humanitarian-action/ p. 4; https://
interagencystandingcommittee.org/grand-bargain 
9  USAID's Commitment to Advancing Localization. 11 May 2022.  https://www.workwithusaid.org/blog/usaid-s-
commitment-to-advancing-localization ; https://www.usaid.gov/locally-led-partnerships 
10  https://www.devex.com/news/as-usaid-looks-to-define-local-here-s-where-it-can-start-102569 ; https://
globalgovernanceforum.org/global-embrace-localization-changing-power-dynamics-development-humanitarian-
aid-systems/ 
11  USAID. https://www.usaid.gov/locally-led-partnerships#:~:text=To%20meet%20the%20challenges%20of%20
today%2C%20USAID%20is,drive%20change%20in%20their%20own%20countries%20and%20communities. 
12  How localization supports practical solutions for women, peace, and security. https://www.cdacollaborative.org/
blog/how-localization-supports-practical-solutions-for-women-peace-and-security/ 
13  WHO. Why does localization matter in health emergency response. https://reliefweb.int/report/world/why-
does-localization-matter-health-emergency-response 
14  https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/interview/2021/5/13/building-peace-from-the-bottom-up-severine-
autesserre 
15  Tye, S., and I. Suarez. 2021. “Locally Led Climate Adaptation: What Is Needed to Accelerate Action and 
Support?” Working Paper. Washington, DC: World Resources Institute. https://publications.wri.org/locally-led-
climate-adaptation 
16  USAID/BHA, https://www.usaid.gov/who-we-are/organization/bureaus/bureau-humanitarian-assistance; 
USAID Policy on Cooperation with the Department of Defense, 2015, https://www.usaid.gov/policy/dod-
cooperation.
USAID/BHA, ADS Chapter 251: International Humanitarian Assistance, 12 May 2022, https://www.usaid.gov/sites/
default/files/documents/251.pdf 
17  USAID. Joint Humanitarian Operations Course (JHOC) Handbook. 2020.
18  Aly, Heba. Policymakers and racial justice activists came together to discuss decolonising aid. Here’s what 
happened. 11 August 2022. https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/the-wrap/2022/08/11/Decolonising-aid-racial-
justice-humanitarian-reform
19 InterAction, Decolonizing Aid, 2022, https://www.interaction.org/the-dei-compact-ingo-commitments-t 
ward-greater-diversity-equity-and-inclusion/decolonizing-aid/

20  “The Sounds of Silence: Listening to Localisation,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YcotE26v28c 
21  Interview with Dr. Puji Pujiono, Senior Advisor, Pujiono Centre.



 Best Practices to Support Locally Led Responses 17

22  Nothing About Us Without Us: Stories of youth-led transformations from across Asia and the Pacific, https://
reliefweb.int/report/bangladesh/nothing-about-us-without-us-stories-youth-led-transformations-across-asia-and-
pacific ; Moving Toward a Locally-Led Humanitarian Response, https://www.interaction.org/blog/moving-toward-
a-locally-led-humanitarian-response/ ; Nothing About Us, Without Us: 7 ways you can promote refugee leadership, 
https://globalcompactrefugees.org/news-stories/nothing-about-us-without-us-7-ways-you-can-promote-refugee-
leadership 
23  Humanitarian Advisory Group & Pujiono Centre. Charting the New Norm? Local Leadership in the First 100 
Days of the Sulawesi Earthquake Response, March 2019, https://humanitarianadvisorygroup.org/wp-content/up-
loads/2020/12/HH_Sulawesi-Practice-Paper-4_FINAL_electronic_200319_v1.pdf

24  AHA Centre. SITUATION UPDATE NO. 14 M 7.4 EARTHQUAKE & TSUNAMI Sulawesi, Indonesia, 22 
October 2018. https://ahacentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/AHA-Situation_Update-no14-Sulawesi-EQ-rev2.
pdf 
25  Ivany Atina Arbi, Agnes Anya, and Andi Hajramuni. "Indonesia restricts foreign helpers in Central Sulawesi 
to 'avoid more work'," The Jakarta Post, 11 October 2018. https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2018/10/11/
indonesia-restricts-foreign-helpers-in-central-sulawesi-to-avoid-more-work.html 
26  NASA. Tonga Volcanic Eruption & Tsunami 2022. https://appliedsciences.nasa.gov/what-we-do/disasters/
disasters-activations/tonga-volcanic-eruption-tsunami-2022 
27  Ogao, Emma. “Tongan volcano eruption 'largest ever recorded,' New Zealand scientists say,” ABC, 21 November 
2022. https://abcnews.go.com/International/tongan-volcano-eruption-largest-recorded-zealand-scientists/
story?id=93708595 
28  IFRC. Tonga: Volcano and Tsunami - Operation update #3 (Six-month report), Emergency Appeal N° 
MDRTO002. https://reliefweb.int/report/tonga/tonga-volcano-and-tsunami-operation-update-3-six-month-report-
emergency-appeal-ndeg-mdrto002 
29  Regan, Helen. “Tonga remains cut off after a massive eruption and tsunami. Here's what we know,” CNN, 18 
January 2022, https://www.cnn.com/2022/01/17/asia/tonga-volcanic-eruption-tsunami-explainer-intl-hnk/index.
html 
30  Map source: University of Texas Libraries, The University of Texas at Austin, 1989. Accessed from: “Report on 
Hunga Tonga-Hunga Ha'apai (Tonga) – March 2009,” Smithsonian Institution, https://volcano.si.edu/showreport.
cfm?doi=10.5479/si.GVP.BGVN200903-243040 
31  Tempo.co. “BNPB: H+8, Lumpur Gempa Palu Mulai Mengering,” Teras.id, 6 October 2018, https://www.teras.id/
news/pat-2/103458/bnpb-h8-lumpur-gempa-palu-mulai-mengering 
32  "Central Sulawesi earthquake death toll rises to at least 832,” The Jakarta Post, 30 September 2018, https://www.
thejakartapost.com/news/2018/09/30/centralsulawesi-earthquake-death-toll-rises-to-at-least-832.html 
33  TNI Telah Temukan 188 Korban Meninggal di Reruntuhan Perumahan Balaroa Palu, SulutAktual, 10 October 
2018, http://www.sulutaktual.com/2018/10/10/tni-telah-temukan-188-korban-meninggal-di-reruntuhan-
perumahan-balaroa-palu/ 
34  Pasukan TNI Bersihkan Puing Bangunan Akibat Gempa Bumi Sulbar, 21 JAN 2021, https://liranews.com/
pasukan-tni-bersihkan-puing-bangunan-akibat-gempa-bumi-sulbar/
35  Latest Sulawesi Earthquake, Jokowi Asks TNI to Send Aid, Suara.com, 28 September 2018 https://www.suara.
com/news/2018/09/28/215235/jokowi-perintahkan-tni-kirim-bantuan-ke-donggala
36  TNI Gelar Patroli Kesehatan Melalui Udara di Wilayah Donggala, Kabar65News, 7 October 2018, https://
kabar65news.com/2018/10/07/tni-gelar-patroli-kesehatan-melalui-udara-di-wilayah-donggala/ 
37  Interview with Dr. Pujiono.
38  Oslo Guidelines: Guidelines on the Use of Foreign Military and Civil Defence Assets in Disaster Relief, Revision 
1.1 November 2007, https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/OSLO%20Guidelines%20Rev%201.1%20-%20
Nov%2007_0.pdf ; APC-MADRO Guidelines, 2014, https://www.unocha.org/sites/dms/Japan/APC-MADRO%20
Guidelines.pdf 
39  Interview with Dr. Pujiono.
40  Felton, Benjamin. “What’s been the Local Response to the Tonga Eruption?” Overt Defense, 7 February 2022. 
https://www.overtdefense.com/2022/02/07/whats-been-the-local-response-to-the-tonga-eruption/  
41  Tonga National Emergency Management Office (NEMO) Situation report #13 - 31 January 2022. https://
reliefweb.int/report/tonga/tonga-national-emergency-management-office-nemo-situation-report-13-31-
january-2022 
42  His Majesty’s Armed Forces Tonga – Facebook page. 4 FEB 2022 
posting. https://www.facebook.com/HisMajestysArmedForcesTonga/posts/
pfbid02By6At4AtUHCJ9tEGh4vTnZHTvurWtvfx7h4zh6tvorNeHLqLS74THeJgjzW9Dqfcl?__
cft__[0]=AZVE8oqNXUrX_S7co1CAISL_xsINpZNBo3cQ_OUstD3cVci0_eJt_2rBj2-
AuIAs-4O3RGDfLVVoCCMIBtFs4EgqYtT7q-M4CzbXDUQsNEoHx1bkvZiXuIN6qMl7
5t9gEGSu-K12zzXDzTFI6QLo4MaY24iC8Z-4oplJPEvmF-E5rlXNCEqpd_1sDyYf9FXyfZ-
iDU7GOEvNkYFiCDvfN5kcy&__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R 



Center for Excellence in Disaster Management & Humanitarian Assistance18

43  His Majesty’s Armed Forces Tonga – Facebook page. Photos posted 4 FEB 2022 captioned:
“Cleanup of the runway throughout the night for the Relief Flights”  https://www.facebook.com/
photo/?fbid=459719772311867&set=pcb.459722568978254 ; 
”Cleaning up the dust from the runway at Fua’amotu Airport” https://www.facebook.com/
photo/?fbid=459719862311858&set=pcb.459722568978254 ; 
“Extended line formation, clean-up of the runway at Fua’amotu Airport,” https://www.facebook.com/
photo/?fbid=459719825645195&set=pcb.459722568978254 ;
“Fua’amotu Airport” https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=459719965645181&set=pcb.459722568978254 ;
44  Shandilya, Aparna. “Tonga Releases 1st Statement Since Volcanic Eruption; Says It Is ‘unprecedented Disaster',” 
Republic World, 19 January 2022. https://www.republicworld.com/world-news/rest-of-the-world-news/tonga-
releases-1st-statement-since-volcanic-eruption-says-it-is-unprecedented-disaster-articleshow.html 
45  His Majesty’s Armed Forces Tonga – Facebook page. 5 FEB 2022 photo captioned, “VOEA Ngahau Koula 
arriving at Masefield Naval Base with personnel evacuated from Mango Is after Volcanic Eruption.” https://www.
facebook.com/photo/?fbid=459847935632384&set=pcb.459722568978254 
46  Folau, Linny and Eleanor Gee. “62 survivors from Mango Island evacuated safely to Tongatapu,” Matangi Tonga, 
2 March 2022. https://matangitonga.to/2022/01/25/62-survivors-mango-island-evacuated-safely-tongatapu 
47  Photo posted 4 FEB captioned “VOEA LATE loading of Disaster Relief items for distribution” https://www.
facebook.com/photo/?fbid=459847905632387&set=pcb.459722568978254
48  Tonga NEMO, Facebook message posted 25 July 2022.
49  Dr. Ir. Dody Ruswandi, MSCE; Ir. Harmensyah, Dipl. SE, MM; Dr. Bagus Tjahjono, MPH; Ir. Medi Herlianto, 
CES, MM; Apriyuanda Giyant Bayu Pradana, STP, M.Sc.; Jajat Suarjat, S. Pd, M. Si. Han; Neri Egi Rusmana, S.Si 
, M.Pd.; and Nur'anisa, S.Pd.  HADR Civil-Military Disaster Preparation Workshop, CFE-DM, Indonesia, 22-24 
August 2022.
50  PDC Global. National Disaster Preparedness Baseline Assessment (NDPBA): Indonesia. 2020. https://www.pdc.
org/wp-content/uploads/NDPBA_IDN_Final_Report_English.pdf 
51  USAID. Indonesia - Earthquakes and Tsunami: Fact Sheet #2, Fiscal Year (FY) 2019 October 26, 2018. https://
www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1866/indonesia_eq_fs02_10-26-2018.pdf 
52  Virtual interview with Dr. Pujiono, 7 November 2022.
53  Journal of Humanitarian Logistics and Supply Chain Management. Vol 11. No. 1, 2021. Localisation of logistics 
preparedness in international humanitarian organisations. Lina Frennesson et all. https://www.emerald.com/
insight/content/doi/10.1108/JHLSCM-06-2020-0048/full/html
54  Dr. Jimaima Lako, RCG Information Sharing Working Group Dedicated Session: Information Sharing and 
Localized Disaster Management, 18 March 2022.
55  Interview with Dr.Jimaima Lako
56  Charting the New Norm? Local Leadership in the First 100 Days of the Sulawesi Earthquake Response
57  AHA Centre. SITUATION UPDATE NO. 14 M 7.4 EARTHQUAKE & TSUNAMI Sulawesi, Indonesia, 22 
October 2018. https://ahacentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/AHA-Situation_Update-no14-Sulawesi-EQ-rev2.
pdf
58  Interview with Dr. Lako.
59  Enabling the local response: Emerging humanitarian priori9ties in Ukraine, March-May 2022, Humanitarian 
Outcomes, https://www.humanitarianoutcomes.org/Ukraine_review_June_2022 
60  APC-MADRO, Asia-Pacific Regional Guidelines for the Use of Foreign Military Assets in Natural Disaster 
Response Operations, 2014; “Oslo Guidelines” - Guidelines on the Use of Foreign Military and Civil Defence Assets 
in Disaster Relief, Revision 1.1 November 2007.
61  USAID. Indonesia - Earthquakes and Tsunami: Fact Sheet #2, Fiscal Year (FY) 2019 October 26, 2018.
62  AHA Centre, OCHA. Central Sulawesi Earthquake: International Deployed Assets (as of 10 October 2018). 
https://reliefweb.int/report/indonesia/central-sulawesi-earthquake-international-deployed-assets-10-october-2018 
63  Displacement and Protection Cluster: Baseline Capacity Assessment Study (Human Capital and Institutional 
Capacity) and Capacity Building, Pujiono Centre, 26 February 2021. https://www.pujionocentre.org/publikasi/ 
64  Workshop Report: LLDPP Project Lessons Learned and Improvement of the National Disaster Response 
Framework, 29-30 November 2021, https://plan-international.or.id/id/workshop-report-lldpp-project-lessons-
learned-and-improvement-of-the-national-disaster-response-framework/ 
65  Journal of Humanitarian Logistics and Supply Chain Management. Vol 11. No. 1, 2021. Localisation of logistics 
preparedness in international humanitarian organisations. Lina Frennesson et all. https://www.emerald.com/
insight/content/doi/10.1108/JHLSCM-06-2020-0048/full/html
66  Interview with Dr. Lako.
67  Sabina Robillard, Kimberly Howe, Katja Rosenstock, and Jairo Munive. “We must be the pioneers”: Perspectives 
on localization in the response to the 2018 Sulawesi earthquake in Indonesia. Feinstein International Center, Tufts 
University, 2020. https://fic.tufts.edu/publication-item/perspectives-on-localization-sulawesi-earthquake-indonesia/ 
; https://fic.tufts.edu/wp-content/uploads/FIC-Sulawesi-Indo_4.24.20.pdf 



 Best Practices to Support Locally Led Responses 19

This page left intentionally blank.



Center for Excellence in Disaster Management & Humanitarian Assistance20

This page left intentionally blank.



 Best Practices to Support Locally Led Responses 21

This page left intentionally blank.



Center for Excellence in Disaster Management & Humanitarian Assistance
456 Hornet Avenue, Joint Base Pearl Harbor - Hickam, Hawaii 96860-3503
Telephone: (808) 472-0518
https://www.cfe-dmha.org


