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Abstract: 
 

The Philippines’ humanitarian norms and frameworks have evolved from focusing on 

humanitarian assistance and disaster relief to more pro-active disaster preparedness, 

enhancing community resilience and empowered participation of local and grassroots 

actors. The US-Philippines security alliance has evolved in line with these 

developments and needs to be understood more holistically and not be limited to 

providing humanitarian assistance and disaster relief through sending foreign military 

assets in times of disasters. This article argues that the non-traditional aspect of the 

USPhilippines bilateral alliance is not intended to underplay the role of the US military, 

but highlights the importance of the private sector, humanitarian NGOs, and the US 

Agency for International Development (USAID) in deepening and broadening the 

security alliance.  

 

Keywords: US-Philippines Security Alliance; Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster 

Relief; COVID-19; Disaster Preparedness; Disaster Risk Reduction; Community 

Resilience  

mailto:isjtrajano@ntu.edu.sg
https://doi.org/10.1177/20578911211058151


Introduction 

 

The Philippines is the 12th most populous country in the world and is a formal treaty 

ally of the United States.  With its government depending heavily on the US since its 

independence in 1946, the Philippines anchored its strategic agenda on the decades-

old U.S. alliance. The election of President Rodrigo Roa Duterte as the 16th president 

of the Philippines, however, generated uncertainties on whether this remains valid. 

Under President Rodrigo Duterte, there appears to be a major foreign policy shift 

under way, characterized by leaning closer to Beijing while putting more distance 

between Manila and Washington. However, the Philippines’ security establishment 

remains a very close partner of the US military given the long history of joint training 

and professional exchanges between the two militaries. 

 

The long-standing security and treaty alliance between the United States and the 

Philippines has undergone evolving strategic goals since the end of World War 2, from 

the spectre of Cold War conflicts, terrorism, China’s assertiveness, to providing 

disaster relief. With the rising intensity of disasters that regularly hit the Philippines 

and the worsening humanitarian impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, the US-

Philippines cooperation helps plug the gaps, not just in responding to disasters, but 

more importantly, in terms of disaster preparedness, risk mitigation and 

local/community resilience in vulnerable Philippine communities. This shift illustrates 

an evolution towards a more comprehensive alliance framework building on 

humanitarian assistance and disaster relief activities by American and Filipino 

humanitarian groups and grassroots actors.   

 

  The evolution of humanitarian norms and frameworks, focusing on disaster 

preparedness, multistakeholder participation at the local level and community 

resilience, along with the US’ humanitarian assistance and disaster relief in recent 

years do not require military assets and massive military participation, both from the 

Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) and the US military. For example, in the 

aftermath of the 2017 Marawi Conflict, it was the US Agency for International 

Development (USAID) that led and launched the Marawi Response Project, a 

humanitarian initiative that involved collaborating with American NGOs and local 

civilian actors such as NGOs, the private sector and local government executives and 



aimed at addressing the vulnerabilities of affected residents and enhancing their 

socioeconomic resilience (USAID, 2020a).  

 

This article fills a key knowledge gap in contemporary studies on the US-Philippines 

security alliance by addressing the lack of discussion on the evolution of US’ 

humanitarian activities in disaster preparedness, risk mitigation, and at the local level. 

It analyses the impact of deepening and broadening humanitarian activities in the 

Philippines on their security alliance through the initiatives of USAID, the private sector 

and humanitarian NGOs. This article argues that the non-traditional aspect of the US-

Philippines bilateral alliance, particularly in the area of humanitarian assistance and 

disaster relief, is not intended to underplay the role of the US military, but highlights 

the importance of the private sector, humanitarian NGOs, and USAID in deepening 

and broadening the security alliance.  This article is divided into four key sections. 

First, it explains the significance of foreign humanitarian assistance and disaster relief 

in the Philippines. Second, it presents the analytical framework on delivering 

humanitarian assistance and disaster relief and its role in deepening alliances. Third, 

it reviews literature on the US-Philippines security alliance in the context of 

cooperation on humanitarian assistance and disaster relief and briefly examines 

military and civilian frameworks that facilitate US’ humanitarian activities with the 

Philippines. And fourth, it explores the evolving humanitarian norms in the Philippines 

and how the US’ humanitarian assistance and disaster relief helps plug the gaps. 

 

This article is based on a qualitative systematic review of related literature, reports by 

humanitarian organisations, as well as official documents and reports from US and 

Philippine government agencies. The author also conducted semi-structured 

interviews with representatives from the Philippine military, humanitarian 

organisations, government agencies and the private sector in July 2016 in Manila, the 

Philippines. These interviews were done to determine the key lessons from the 

country’s major disasters, such as Typhoon Haiyan, and changing humanitarian 

norms. 

 

Why is foreign humanitarian assistance and disaster relief needed in the 

Philippines?  

 



The Philippines is among the top 5 most disaster-prone countries in the world. Every 

year, the country experiences almost all forms of disasters such as typhoons, 

earthquakes, and volcanic eruptions with numerous complex emergencies due to 

armed conflict. Multiple hazards are a common occurrence in the Philippines. At least 

60% of the country’s total land area is exposed to multiple hazards, and 74% of the 

population is susceptible to their impact (ADPC and UNDRR, 2019). From a wider 

perspective, the Philippines does not only deal with geological or hydro-meteorological 

hazards but also human-induced hazards such as low-intensity armed conflicts due to 

the communist insurgency and presence of terrorist groups in Mindanao as well as the 

multifaceted impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. Conflict-affected communities in the 

Philippines are mostly vulnerable to natural disasters, complicating the delivery of 

humanitarian assistance and disaster relief to those in need. Recent disasters that hit 

the country in 2020 were further exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic which 

generated complex humanitarian issues in impoverished communities. The 

Philippines is among the worst-hit countries in Asia with 1.4 milllion cases as of 30 

June 2021 (Department of Health, 2021). 

 

The government passed the ‘Philippine Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Act 

of 2010’ which provides a preparedness framework that is community-based, multi-

sectoral and inter-agency. It calls for the mainstreaming of disaster risk reduction in 

infrastructure building, budget, education, health and housing sectors. It also 

mandates the establishment of a Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Office 

(DRRMO) in all local government units. Additionally, it provides for a calamity fund to 

be used in the need for prevention, mitigation and response activities (Congress of the 

Philippines, 2010).  

 

Despite credible efforts towards preparedness, the Philippines’ vulnerable nature 

makes the international community a crucial part of humanitarian affairs in the country. 

The Philippines has always been welcoming towards accepting assistance from 

international actors (states, multilateral and regional organisations, and humanitarian 

organisations) and has even included them in sensitive internal issues such as conflict 

resolution in Mindanao. The US, in particular, provided the Philippines with 

humanitarian assistance and disaster relief in the aftermath of Typhoon Haiyan in 2013 

and the Marawi Conflict in 2017. In the context of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, 



the humanitarian assistance of the US to the Philippines has been responsive, timely 

and impactful.  

 

 

Framework of Analysis: Delivering humanitarian assistance and disaster relief 

to deepen the security alliance 

 

Walt (1987) defines alliances as formal or informal types of security cooperation 

between two or more sovereign states. A meaningful alliance is anchored on the joint 

commitment of involved states or allies for mutual support against external actors 

(Walt, 2009). Whether through military agreements or formal treaties, alliances 

explicitly or implicitly stipulate the conditions under which allies combine their security 

efforts, capabilities, tools and resources in their joint pursuit of mutual security 

interests, particularly mutual defence (Wight, 1979; Lake, 1996). Initially, alliances are 

primarily built for defensive and/or offensive military purposes encompassing joint 

exercises, the provision of military assistance, and hosting foreign bases and/or troops 

(De Castro, 2020). However, in recent years, alliances have gradually expanded their 

remit to collaboratively address non-traditional security issues, such as delivering 

humanitarian assistance and disaster relief. 

  

In the context of building and deepening alliances, the increasing involvement of 

humanitarian assistance and disaster relief can be explained by the rise in relevance 

and recognition of non-traditional security issues. Non-traditional security, as a 

concept, does not limit the coverage of security to traditional, state-centric threats 

which can be seen as military in nature. Security threats, issues, and challenges that 

confront nations and societies can no longer be defined and addressed in military and 

statist terms. Non-traditional security effectively broadens and deepens the 

understanding of security and the role of multiple actors, both state and non-state, can 

play in providing and guaranteeing security. Neither the state nor individual is the 

exclusive focus of non-traditional security; both are its mutually reinforcing main 

security referents.  Both security referents need to feel secure since a state that is 

insecure will not be able to guarantee the well-being and security of its people. With 

non-traditional security, the security lexicon has been expanded to encapsulate a 



variety of issues such as climate security, food security, environmental security, 

pandemic threats, disasters, trafficking in persons, economic security, and energy 

security (Caballero-Anthony and Gong, 2020; Elliott, 2012). Therefore, security 

alliances have also expanded their threat horizon to include non-traditional security 

threats. Alliance-building needs to become more relevant to the current security 

environment by being responsive to growing non-traditional security threats such as 

the increasing frequency of disasters and complex humanitarian emergencies brought 

about by a pandemic. Capie (2015) argues that in the context of US alliances in the 

Asia-Pacific, evolving threat perceptions and a new understanding of the international 

security environment have driven the new interest in non-traditional security 

engagements like delivering humanitarian assistance and disaster relief. 

 

A study on the Australia-New Zealand-US alliance concludes that building the alliance 

relationship around humanitarian assistance and disaster relief may entail the 

blending of both traditional and non-traditional security threats in new formulations of 

a security agreement. The convergence of hard and soft power in delivering 

humanitarian assistance and disaster relief suggests that non-traditional security is 

increasingly regarded as crucial as traditional security (Newby, 2019). Non-traditional 

security issues provide cooperative opportunities, as they reflect many areas of 

common interest within the alliance structure and can generate less sensitivity. 

Delivering humanitarian assistance and disaster relief even serves as an additional 

platform for collaboration among allies, where their relationships and trust can be 

sustained and harnessed along with their joint capabilities and understanding towards 

a common good (Dormandy, 2012). Humanitarian assistance and disaster relief is 

an excellent example of the confluence of hard and soft power: it simultaneously 

utilises military and civilian components, harnessing resources not just from 

militaries but also from development aid agencies such as the USAID (Capie, 

2015). 

 

Instrumental benefits from the inclusion of humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, 

in terms of alliance-building by the US and its Asia-Pacific allies, include stronger joint 

commitments for action, facilitating access for US military presence, projecting  

capabilities, and more importantly, opening opportunities  for coalition-building and 



engagement with new partners (Capie, 2015). These new partners should not just be 

limited with multinational militaries but robust grassroots engagements with local 

actors, vulnerable communities and the private sector. One concrete example of this 

partnership is the US-Japan NGO partnerships on humanitarian assistance and 

disaster relief. The study made by Gannon (2015) on their partnerships after the 

Fukushima disaster in March 2011 is critical to assessing the evolving nature of 

US-Japan alliance. The successes that Japanese and American NGOs had in 

collaborating after the Fukushima disaster demonstrate that there is much to 

gain by supporting them to boost their joint capability to respond to disasters.  

 

Apart from supporting US-Japan joint response, their humanitarian NGO 

partnerships would better equip them to execute more efficient humanitarian 

projects in third countries. This was vividly showed in their joint response to call 

for humanitarian aid in the aftermath of Typhoon Haiyan in the Philippines. By 

institutionalising patterns of cooperation, Japanese and American NGOs can 

help them jointly prepare and respond the next time a mega-disaster like 

Fukushima requires them to scale up activities quickly (Gannon, 2015). In this 

regard, alliance activities in humanitarian assistance and disaster relief are not 

just about military deployment but include sustainable capacity building projects 

from development aid agencies and their humanitarian partners. These alliance 

activities can encompass disaster risk reduction, preparedness, building 

community resilience and rehabilitation, which does not require the deployment 

of foreign military assets. 

 

US-Philippines Security Alliance and Delivering Humanitarian Assistance and 

Disaster Relief 

 

This article builds on comprehensive studies on bilateral security alliance between the 

Philippines and the US and its role in addressing non-traditional security issues, 

specifically, in providing humanitarian assistance and disaster relief in the Philippines. 

Their bilateral relations in recent years have been driven by two key factors: their 

common perception on China as an existential threat in the South China Sea and the 



need for cooperation on humanitarian assistance and disaster relief. The vast majority 

of the literature on US humanitarian assistance and disaster relief in the Philippines 

has been largely focused on the extent and modalities of participation of the US 

military with its assets in the context of humanitarian assistance and disaster relief 

operations or case studies of major disasters in the Philippines (Kelman, Gaillard and 

Orillos, 2009; Hall and Cular, 2010; Avila and Goldman, 2015; De Castro, 2019) .  

 

Military involvement in humanitarian assistance and disaster relief to affected 

communities is viewed as an effective method to generate goodwill and exhibit that a 

foreign ally’s military is a necessary force and humanitarian partner (Canyon, Ryan 

and Burkle, 2020). For some security scholars (Canyon, Ryan and Burkle, 2020; 

Brattberg, 2013; Yamada, 2017), the participation of the US military in several large-

scale disaster relief operations in the Asia-Pacific, such as the 2011 Operation 

Tomodachi (Friend) in Japan and the 2013 Operation Damayan (mutual aid) in the 

Philippines highlighted US’ positive image and the usefulness of its military presence, 

tempering negative public perceptions of its presence in Philippine territory. 

Boosting soft power diplomacy in this manner cannot be under-estimated especially 

in the context of challenging China’s assertiveness in the Asia-Pacific region. As one 

scholar puts it, it is America’s soft power diplomacy (US military conducting 

humanitarian assistance and disaster relief operations) to further hard power goals, 

e.g., maintaining America’s security presence and influence in the Philippines and in 

the broader region (Yamada, 2017). 

  

The massive deployment of US military resources for humanitarian assistance and 

disaster relief can positively influence public opinion and policy in foreign countries. In 

the aftermath of Typhoon Haiyan (2013), humanitarian assistance and disaster relief 

to the Philippines by the US government boosted favourable public opinion of the US 

among Filipinos. Within six months after the typhoon, the Enhanced Defence 

Cooperation Agreement, allowing the US military access to facilities in the Philippines, 

stationing of troops, and prepositioning of military assets, purportedly for disaster 

relief was signed (Canyon, Ryan and Burkle, 2020; Brattberg, 2013; Yamada, 2017). 

The advancement of US security goals through humanitarian and disaster relief 

assistance is indeed evident. 

  



Previous and even more recent studies mostly focus on the disaster response aspect 

of US humanitarian assistance and disaster relief as facilitated by the US military. 

Canyon, Ryan and Burkle (2020), for instance, accentuate in their article that two years 

before Typhoon Haiyan, Balikatan joint exercises between the Philippines and US 

militaries had focused much on disaster scenarios with planning for the rapid 

deployment of US military assets. 

  

From a Philippine strategic perspective, the massive humanitarian assistance and 

disaster relief operation of the US military in the aftermath of Haiyan provided tangible 

benefits for the bilateral alliance—the ability to operate in remote, isolated island-

provinces, boost military-to- military relations, and application of their years of first-

hand training on interoperability. All of these benefits can be applied in the alliances’ 

primary mission—fighting and winning wars (De Castro, 2019).  

 

With its small and obsolete armed forces, the Armed Forces of the Philippines benefits 

from the regular and short‐term visits of U.S. forces that conduct military training as 

well as humanitarian assistance and disaster relief operations. The Philippines also 

hopes that the U.S. construction of vital military facilities and the storage and 

prepositioning of defence and disaster response equipment in agreed locations can 

lower the cost of the modernisation program as these buildings and equipment can be 

shared and utilised jointly by American and Philippine armed forces (De Castro, 2017 

and Heydarian, 2020). 

 

A Filipino scholar De Castro (2019) argues that the reliability of America’s and its allies’ 

humanitarian efforts to the thousands of affected communities by Typhoon Haiyan was 

a remarkable show of support to its alliance with the Philippines, and an impressive 

demonstration of the hub-and-spokes system’s cohesion and ability to respond even 

to a crisis. The two allies’ combined efforts are indicative of how their bilateral alliance 

can operate in peacetime, and possibly, even in a humanitarian emergency. From the 

Philippines’ perspective, the involvement of the US affirmed the latter’s commitment 

to its security partners and the reliability of its alliances (De Castro, 2019). 

   

Hall and Cular (2010) discuss how the US and Philippines began developing a 

collaborative framework on disaster response since a landslide in a province in eastern 



Philippines in 2006. The essential element that the two allies developed was a 

coordination centre, which would be crucial in facilitating the smooth entry and 

participation of the US military in other large-scale disasters after the 2006 landslide, 

notably Typhoon Haiyan in 2013. 

  

In the years prior to Typhoon Haiyan, the Philippine and the US militaries, working 

under the terms of the Visiting Forces Agreement, created the Combined Coordination 

Center (CCC) framework to facilitate the latter’s involvement in disaster response in 

the Philippines. Eventually, the CCC framework would later be used as a foundation 

to the much wider Multinational Coordination Centre (MNCC) involving other foreign 

militaries, in use since Typhoon Haiyan affected the Philippines (Hall and Cular, 2010; 

AFP General. 2016. Interview with author. July 22).  

  

Scholars have argued that joint military exercises between the two countries have 

included trainings for their coordinated disaster response and interoperability in 

humanitarian affairs. For some, the primary aim of the exercises is to increase the 

disaster response capability of the Philippines alongside the goal of territorial defence 

(Avila and Goldman, 2015). The annual Balikatan exercises, for instance, focus on the 

training of both armed forces for disasters and other humanitarian crises that threaten 

public health and safety. The exercises also develop a high-level of interoperability 

between the US military and the Philippine military as they deliver humanitarian and 

civic assistance projects in various parts of the Philippines (De Castro, 2019). 

 

One evident gap in these studies on the US-Philippines security alliance is the lack of 

discussion on US’ contributions to disaster preparedness, community resilience and 

localisation through US partnership with Philippine local and grassroots actors. A 

glance at existing academic literature on US-Philippines cooperation, as cited in this 

section, reveals a scarcity of scholarly discussion and analysis on the collaboration 

among American and Philippine humanitarian organisations, civil society organisation, 

USAID, and local government agencies. There have been existing operational reports, 

however, that clearly demonstrate this type of collaboration which makes the bilateral 

alliance more comprehensive (Pacific Disaster Center, 2019; Plan International USA, 

2018). For example, one of the implementing organisations of the USAID’s Marawi 

Response Project is Plan International USA, an American NGO, which partners with 



Philippine NGOs namely, Ecosystems Work for Essential Benefits and Maranao 

People Development Center as well as with Souktel Inc., a U.S.-based firm (Plan 

International USA, 2018). 

 

As this article shows, US’ humanitarian assistance and disaster relief to the Philippines 

is not limited to joint exercises on disaster response and US military deployment in the 

aftermath of a disaster. After Typhoon Haiyan, the Philippine government realised the 

need to recalibrate its framework from merely reactive disaster response to more 

proactive disaster mitigation and preparedness. The evolving humanitarian norms in 

the Philippines have vastly influenced US humanitarian work as well.  

  

Evolving humanitarian norms in the Philippines and their interaction with US 

humanitarian work 

 

The comprehensive US-Philippines partnership on humanitarian assistance and 

disaster relief is very evident in two known cases: Typhoon Haiyan in 2013 and the 

Marawi Conflict in 2017. In the first hours of Typhoon Haiyan, the U.S. military, 

collaborating with the Philippine military counterparts, was able to respond quickly due 

to prepositioned military assets based in facilities near the Philippines (Lum & 

Margesson, 2014). 

 

USAID launched the Marawi Response Project in 2018, which aims to improve 

economic and social conditions of communities affected by the conflict, and most 

recently, by the COVID-19 pandemic. Part of the project is to assist vulnerable 

populations restore their livelihoods, improve food access and equip their local health 

workers involved in COVID-19 response. As of 2020, the total funding commitment of 

the US to Marawi humanitarian response reached nearly US$65 million (U.S. 

Embassy in the Philippines, 2020) 

 

Meanwhile, a key civilian arrangement is the cooperation between USAID and the 

Philippine government on disaster risk reduction programmes. Since 1990, USAID’s 

Office of U.S. Foreign Disaster Assistance (OFDA) has responded to 50 disasters in 

the Philippines through comprehensive disaster risk reduction programs that build the 

capacity of local communities, government agencies and NGOs (USAID, 2018). Since 



2010, the USAID has provided US$340 million in humanitarian and disaster risk 

reduction assistance to Philippine communities (USAID, 2020b). 

 

This section demonstrates how the US-Philippines security alliance, especially 

pertaining to humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, has evolved from being 

military-oriented to an alliance that comprehensively features the active engagements 

among civilian actors, humanitarian organisations and businesses from both the 

Philippines and the US. The US-Philippines alliance is better evaluated in terms of its 

work on non-traditional security, particularly in specific areas of disaster preparedness 

and localisation of humanitarian work.  

 

Due to the frequency of disasters, humanitarian work in the Philippines has been 

comprehensive, dynamic and follows global standards of response and aid 

administration. This article accentuates two major humanitarian norms that have 

emerged in the Philippines in recent years, in which the US’ humanitarian work is filling 

the gaps through capacity-building as well as financial and technical assistance. They 

are the (i) disaster preparedness through pre-disaster risk assessment and mitigation 

as well as the (ii) localisation and building community resilience with multi-stakeholder 

participation. Localisation and enhancing community resilience are also very much 

evident in the way the US has provided COVID-19 assistance to Philippine local actors 

and communities as discussed later in this section. It must be noted that the emergent 

humanitarian norms and frameworks, focusing on disaster preparedness and multi-

stakeholder participation at the local level and community resilience, along with the 

US’ humanitarian assistance and disaster relief in recent years do not obviously 

require military assets and massive military participation, either from the AFP or the 

US military.  

 

1. Disaster preparedness through pre-disaster risk assessment and mitigation 

 

One important organic innovation developed by Filipino humanitarian actors is the Pre-

Disaster Risk Assessment (PDRA) to avoid repeating Haiyan-like devastation. It was 

institutionalised in August 2014 by the National Disaster Risk Reduction and 

Management Council or NDRRMC (OCD, NDRRMC, 2014). PDRA is a process to 

assess a hazard’s level of risk given the degree of exposure and vulnerability in a 



specific area. PDRA is a context specific and time-bound risk assessment tool that 

focuses on a particular hazard and associated risks in a particular area given a certain 

time. Information is derived and action plans are carried out using the tool. Through 

the PDRA, questions such as, but are not limited to: “what is the potential hazard?” 

“Where are the areas that will be affected?” “What is the potential impact?” and, “where 

are the safe areas for evacuation?” can be answered (Pama, Alexander. 2016. 

Interview with author. July 20).  As such, it is the primary tool used by the government 

and military to evacuate populations they consider can be in harm’s way. Learning 

from Typhoon Haiyan, the Office of Civil Defence (OCD) argued that a system was 

needed to synergise the activities of all agencies working on the four thematic areas 

on humanitarian affairs to achieve a common vision; hence, OCD came up with the 

PDRA. The thematic areas “may overlap each other to attain our vision of safer, 

adaptive and resilient country” (OCD, NDRRMC, 2014). 

 

The PDRA, indeed, became a baseline for cluster response operations and 

communications. For the first time, the government achieved a nationwide consensus 

on the operating environment (Jumamil-Mercado, 2015). PDRA has changed the 

disaster risk management approach of the government from being reactive to be more 

prepared and proactive. As the pre-disaster risk assessment is essentially a scientific 

tool that is now being used by the government and NGOs, the role of scientists in 

strengthening disaster management has indeed become critical, particularly in the 

areas of prevention and mitigation as well as preparation. They are involved in “pre-

disaster science”, which entails scientific research on prevention and mitigation that 

hopefully will help minimise the need for relief. Even some NGOs also subscribe to 

the concept of pre-disaster risk assessment but, unlike the government, they have 

been doing this assessment even before Typhoon Haiyan. 

 

Through their assessment measures as to the possible impact of a hazard on towns 

and villages would be affected, humanitarian NGOs can approximate how many 

households would be affected, how many livelihoods would be disrupted so that they 

can immediately get and deploy relief resources.  Humanitarian assistance and 

disaster relief  needs to be science-based and systematic and this can only be realised 

with appropriate pre-disaster risk assessment (Dercilla Dator, Jessica. 2016. Interview 

with author. July 22). 



 

A major gap in the Philippines’ preparedness and risk assessment framework is the 

weak capability of communities and local governments to conduct such assessment 

and reduce their vulnerabilities. This is one area US’ humanitarian work tries to plug 

the gaps through helping the local humanitarian actors in addressing the vulnerabilities 

of disaster-prone communities. There is likewise a lack of social protection for disaster-

prone communities which makes their vulnerabilities incessant. Local actors must 

identify the types of social protection that certain communities need, based on their 

environmental and geophysical settings. Another key area for humanitarian work is 

building disaster-resilient infrastructure, such as evacuation centres, mass housing 

projects, hospitals, airports, roads and bridges. In this area, the US military and its 

relations with the Philippine military are not the major players. Instead, the proactive 

participation and collaboration among USAID-supported American and Philippine 

humanitarian organisations, civilian agencies and  

 

The Centre for Disaster Preparedness Foundation, along with USAID, is working 

towards helping vulnerable communities, such as in the Zamboanga Peninsula, 

southern Philippines, to protect themselves from the adverse situations causes by 

disasters. The Centre for Disaster Preparedness Foundation helps local actors from 

town authorities down to families with safety protocol and also assists in capacity 

building in key urban centres. The organisation promotes investment in risk reduction 

planning and establishing early warning systems. It assists local actors in disaster 

preparedness through advocacy and by disseminating knowledge. Its efforts have had 

a significant impact on how communities in Zamboanga have utilised what they  

learned related to disaster risk reduction and preparedness (Rosete, 2019; Oyanib, 

2019; USAID, 2018).  

 

USAID/OFDA supported Plan International USA (Plan USA) with funding to continue 

implementing a multi-year program designed to strengthen disaster preparedness and 

response capacity in communities affected by Typhoon Haiyan in the Philippines’ 

Eastern Visayas Region, including in vulnerable coastal areas of Eastern Samar, 

Leyte, and Samar provinces. Plan USA supported the creation of village-level DRR 

committees; conducted trainings focused on mapping disaster risks and identifying 



vulnerable populations; and organised, trained, and equipped emergency response 

teams to act as first responders at the community level (USAID, 2018).  

 

In view of the PDRA framework adopted by Filipino humanitarian actors, the USAID 

funded the World Food Program (WFP)’s Technical Support for Disaster 

Preparedness and Response, targeted local governments, academic institutions, and 

NGOs across 37 provinces to enhance their logistics response capabilities to improve 

their vulnerability assessment and risk mapping techniques. The programme, which 

ended in March 2018, also strengthened national and local disaster preparedness and 

mitigation plans by incorporating climate adaptation activities into risk reduction 

planning (World Food Programme, 2016; USAID, 2018).  

 

The disaster-risk reduction activities in the Philippines are being supplemented by 

Incident Command Systems (ICS) training provided by the U.S Forest Service in 

association with USAID/OFDA (USAID, 2018). They train community-based disaster 

risk reduction and response teams, national disaster response officials, and incident 

management teams of various Philippines’ civilian agencies together with the 

Philippines military. ICS has been recognised globally as the gold standard for disaster 

response which includes organisational and structural plans to make response 

efficient and fast. ICS organises personnel from various Philippine agencies to support 

a management structure that determines planning and allocates resources in the 

event of an emergency (United States House of Representatives Committee on 

Foreign Affairs, 2013). 

 

2. Localisation and building community resilience with multi-stakeholder 

participation 

 

Another important norm in post-Haiyan Philippines is the localisation of disaster 

preparedness and response. Central to the critical need to empower communities and 

make them disaster resilient is strengthening the local governments’ disaster risk 

reduction and preparation management. Local government units (LGUs) are expected 

to play a critical role in disaster response, particularly in preparedness as specified in 

the National Disaster Response Plan but capabilities at the local level and coordination 

between local governments and national government agencies still face a big 



challenge. The gap between institutional responsibilities and capacities at the local 

level has been identified as a major impediment to effective disaster risk reduction and 

management (DRRM) implementation (AFP General. 2016. Interview with author. July 

22). There is a significant imbalance between the risk exposure of poor, disaster 

vulnerable LGUs and their available resources to prevent and cope with the impact of 

disasters. LGUs in poorer and island provinces for example, are at a disadvantage as 

they have lower revenues and thus, less available resources for their calamity fund. 

As for prevention and mitigation, foresight and pro-activeness are still not present in 

many DRRM plans of local governments (Commission on Audit, 2014). Major planning 

documents by local governments like the Comprehensive Land Use Plans (CLUPs) 

and the Comprehensive Development Plans (CDPs), if present at all, do not 

incorporate the mandatory climate and disaster risk assessment enhancements 

(Domingo & Manejar, 2018).  

 

Several humanitarian NGOs in the Philippines have already been conducting locally-

led humanitarian operations and disaster preparedness, giving space for communities 

to be the lead actors in delivering humanitarian assistance and disaster relief (Dercilla 

Dator, Jessica. 2016. Interview with author. July 22). For instance, the Philippine Red 

Cross (PRC) was among the first responders which got access to Haiyan-devastated 

communities primarily because of the presence of its local chapters in nine provinces 

affected by Super Typhoon Haiyan.  

 

The localisation of its humanitarian operations and disaster preparedness initiatives 

allows the PRC to reach the remote communities primarily through promoting 

volunteerism. The PRC not only works with local volunteers but also advances the 

proactive participation and empowerment of its beneficiaries with the aim of building 

community resilience and the inclusion of multiple stakeholders in the communities. 

Through the humanitarian projects of its local chapters, the PRC empowers 

beneficiaries to own their disaster preparedness and mitigation as well as recovery 

projects for sustainability purposes. As claimed by its officers, the localisation of PRC’s 

humanitarian initiatives promotes community resilience and sustainability because 

there is always an acceptance and empowerment with the local community (Enriquez, 

Brian. 2016. Interview with author. July 19). 

 



In this regard, how does the US’ humanitarian assistance and disaster relief help 

strengthen localisation and community resilience norms? It is evident that the military 

component of the alliance is irrelevant in this area. The collaborative work of American 

and Philippine civil society organisations, the private sector and local officials has 

contributed to the localisation and community resilience norms, leading to a more 

comprehensive bilateral alliance. Since 2014, the USAID has also been partnering 

with American humanitarian organisation Catholic Relief Services (CRS) in helping 

local governments’ disaster management councils promote community-based disaster 

risk reduction programmes. The USAID-CRS disaster resilience project has also 

generated sustainable livelihoods for vulnerable communities so they can attain 

income diversification and savings strategies and heighten their resilience to disasters 

(USAID, 2019). The CRS has also empowered homeowners’ associations in flood-

prone communities in some provinces to implement a multisectoral recovery and 

disaster risk recovery project. By doing this, the homeowners’ associations began to 

feel a sense of ownership over the flood risk reduction project and played an 

increasingly active role, leading to much cleaner community streets, drains and 

waterways, which reduced the incidence of flooding in the area (Catholic Relief 

Services Catholic Agency for Overseas Development (CAFOD) and Caritas Australia 

2017). In the aftermath of the Marawi Siege, Plan USA implements the USAID-funded 

Marawi Response Project in cooperation with its local partners to increase the self-

reliance of internally displaced persons and their host communities. 

 

In this modality of US’ humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, American 

humanitarian organisations, which is the CRS and Plan USA, are plugging the gaps 

in fostering multistakeholder participation at the community level and localised 

capacity building in risk reduction. Their deep local presence in Philippine communities 

is a testament of US’ humanitarian assistance and disaster relief and alliance with the 

Philippines penetrating the grassroots level and without the use of military presence. 

 

In the context of US’ COVID-19 assistance to the Philippines, USAID likewise helped 

boost local capacity and community resilience. USAID’s robust engagements with 

local and grassroots actors facilitated targeted and impactful US’ COVID-19 

assistance to vulnerable communities. In monetary terms, many of USAID's ongoing 

development projects valued at more than US$100 million have been deployed to 



address the multifaceted impact of the pandemic, basically non-traditional security 

issues, on local communities. US assistance goes beyond donating much needed 

medical supplies and hospital equipment. Local governments in hardest-hit areas 

have received technical assistance from USAID to strengthen their crisis 

management, communication and response strategies. USAID partners with the 

private sector and civil society to help sustain livelihoods amid the economic downturn. 

For instance, USAID and its partner organisations from the private sector have 

provided key digital solutions to enhance supply chains of medical products, food, and 

other necessary goods as well as cash relief to vulnerable communities (USAID, 

2021). 

 

Related to this, the private sector is indeed a key actor at the local level disaster 

preparedness and community resilience. The participation of the private sector is 

facilitated primarily by the Philippine Disaster Resilience Foundation (PDRF). PDRF 

is the country's major private sector vehicle and coordinator for disaster management. 

Backed by the country's largest conglomerates, industrial and top corporate leaders, 

it is the critical link of the private sector with the government, military and civil society. 

After Super Typhoon Haiyan, PDRF began focusing on response and recovery 

programmes. Then a few years later, the PDRF realised that it must be able to help 

the business community respond to and prepare for disasters. Through the PDRF’s 

activities and paradigm shift from response to disaster preparedness and mitigation, 

the private sector can indeed be an active partner of government in humanitarian 

affairs given its financial resources and expertise. Due to the failure in disaster risk 

governance by national and local governments, the private sector is stepping up. The 

private sector is not just delivering relief as it also addresses intractable socio-

economic development issues in order to reduce the vulnerabilities of poor 

communities including community-based entrepreneurs. Evidently, the government 

and NGOs would need the private sector to jointly address inherent vulnerabilities and 

to restore sources of livelihoods in affected communities (Interview with an official of 

Philippine Disaster Resilience Foundation, 22 July 2016). 

 

Nonetheless, the Philippine government recognises that the private sector can 

significantly contribute to disaster preparedness and economic recovery that the 

government itself cannot sufficiently fulfil due to its limited fiscal and logistical 



resources; the USAID acknowledges this too by providing fiscal support to PDRF in 

advancing private sector’s involvement in humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, 

economic recovery and disaster preparedness at the local/grassroots level. This is 

another modality of US’ humanitarian work and alliance-building, with special 

emphasis on the private sector. In particular, the USAID provides support to the private 

sector – American companies alongside Philippine companies – being mobilised to 

address urgent needs of communities and local entrepreneurs through the 

collaborative platform institutionalised by PDRF (USAID, 2020c).  

 

 

US’ humanitarian work aimed at boosting local capacities could be viewed as more 

cost effective with higher impact, than the actual deployment of US personnel and 

assets in the aftermath of a disaster, as these projects help prepare communities 

minimise the impact of natural catastrophes that could hit them. It is imperative that 

local humanitarian capacities are built in the context of the Philippines, which is both 

a disaster-prone country and an archipelago. In more centralised humanitarian action, 

responders would not easily get access to most affected areas due to challenging 

physical geography as well as lack of efficient and disaster-resilient transport system. 

While national government is still needed in large-scale-disasters, the massive and 

systematic preparations, including pre-disaster risk assessment that local government 

and grassroots actors, including communities, would make their constituents more 

aware of the risks involved and with timely evacuations, potential casualties will be 

avoided. 

 

President Duterte has frequently made threats to abrogate the Philippines-US Visiting 

Forces Agreement which have raised concerns over the termination’s severe impact 

on the collaboration between the two allies. Concerning its impact on US’ humanitarian 

assistance and disaster relief to the Philippines, the robust assistance being given by 

the US, through USAID and other American humanitarian NGOs, to local and 

community-based actors in the field of disaster preparedness and risk reduction might 

be insulated from such abrupt termination. Assistance projects funded by the USAID, 

as shown in the abovementioned examples, do not require the large-scale deployment 

of US military troops and assets. Such USAID projects require only working with its 

Filipino humanitarian partners and community-based civil society organisations. This 



type of humanitarian assistance  and disaster relief would also help the US avoid the 

politically sensitive issue of stationing American troops in the country, while deepening 

the people-to-people relations with Filipinos through it high impact community-based 

projects. The COVID-19 assistance is the most recent evidence of how US-Philippines 

alliance works without the need to utilise the military component. It vividly shows that 

whether it is in the context of disasters or global pandemic, the longstanding US’ 

partnerships with grassroots and local actors, through USAID and its partner 

organisations, have significantly deepened and broadened the bilateral security 

alliance, even beyond military-led engagements 

 

Conclusion 

 

Since the 2013 Haiyan onslaught, the humanitarian norms and framework of the 

Philippines, as comprehensively discussed in this article, have evolved. From merely 

enhancing response measures to bolstering localised disaster preparedness and risk 

reduction capabilities, the country has been trying to integrate the lessons learnt from 

major humanitarian emergencies that had happened in the past decade. In this regard, 

the humanitarian assistance and disaster relief strategy of the US for the Philippines 

has likewise evolved, putting further emphasis on the role of USAID and American 

humanitarian NGOs in enhancing disaster risk reduction, preparedness and local 

capability in Philippine communities.  

 

The US has been one of Philippines’ most involved partners in humanitarian 

assistance and disaster relief, with the logistical support it has provided to the country. 

But US humanitarian assistance and disaster relief is not just about US military 

delivering aid to the Philippines; it has become more comprehensive, deeper, and 

reflective of what is happening in the Philippines’ humanitarian norms on the ground. 

Analysing the non-traditional security collaboration between the US and the 

Philippines shows how their work on humanitarian assistance and disaster relief has 

benefitted vulnerable communities and even strengthened the bilateral alliance. The 

increasing roles and comprehensive humanitarian activities of USAID, American 

humanitarian organisations, local NGOs receiving support from USAID, as well as the 

private sector involving PDRF and American companies clearly demonstrate the 

multifaceted nature of US-Philippines alliance. However, their impactful roles in 



deepening the bilateral alliance have not been analysed in the literature. Furthermore, 

this type of humanitarian assistance and disaster relief-driven alliance is not without 

Philippine local impetus. The Philippines’ humanitarian actors, from national to local 

levels, from state to non-state stakeholders, have pushed the evolution of the 

humanitarian norms and frameworks forward, reflecting the lessons from previous 

disasters. These norms and frameworks have broadly reshaped America’s 

humanitarian assistance and disaster relief to the Philippines. 
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