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Chapter 4
Governing Cross-Border Effects of Disasters 
in Urbanising Asia: What Do We Know?

Matthias Garschagen

4.1  �Introduction

Most people working in the field of disaster risk reduction would probably agree 
that cross-border effects of disasters are of great importance when wanting to under-
stand disasters, their impacts and the responses to them. A number of recent exam-
ples such as the 2011 floods in Bangkok or the Tohoku earthquake and tsunami 
served as a strong reminder that disasters and their impacts are often not contained 
by national or other jurisdictional boundaries. Firstly, bio-physical hazards such as 
floods, heat waves, tsunamis or earthquakes show little respect for such boundaries 
and frequently transcend them. Secondly, even if floods, earthquakes or other haz-
ards strike only within a particularly country, they in most cases lead to impacts that 
are felt far beyond the boundaries of that particular country. This is due to the strong 
regional and global integration of economies, which are today linked through a 
complex web of trade, production, migration, travel, information exchange and 
many other factors. Such linkages materialise particularly in the nodal points of 
these integrated systems, i.e. in cities which function as hubs of trade, production, 
mobility, information exchange and decision-making.

In fact, it seems likely that the potential for cross-border disaster and/or disaster 
which at least has strong cross-border effects will continue to rise over the next 
years and decades. It is particularly driven by the confluence of three megatrends. 
First, there is a continuing, probably even intensifying, regional integration and 
globalisation of economic production, trade, human mobility, infrastructure depen-
dency and information flows. The Asia-Pacific is a particularly dynamic region in 
this respect, as indicated, for instance, by the current negotiations on a new Trans-
Pacific Free Trade Agreement. Secondly, there is a strong ongoing urbanisation, 
particularly in Asia, leading to a further concentration of services and economic 
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activity—in effect making the above-indicated nodal points even thicker and more 
important, yet also more prone to causing wider system disturbance. Thirdly, disas-
ter risk is driven by environmental change and particularly climate change, which is 
expected to increase the frequency, intensity and reach of many of the existing natu-
ral hazards, particularly in the Asia-Pacific Region which is prone to hydro-
meteorological hazards including typhoons, floods and droughts (Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change [IPCC] 2012).

As a result of these convoluting risk factors and the increasingly connected disas-
ter risk, there will be an equally increased need for improving transboundary disas-
ter risk governance.1 There will be a need not only for transboundary disaster 
response, but also for reducing risk in a preventive manner and reducing the vulner-
abilities within integrated cross-border systems of social and economic activity.

Neither the acknowledgement of cross-border disaster impacts nor the recogni-
tion of transboundary risk governance is entirely new. However, the chain of recent 
disasters in the Asia-Pacific region as well as the outlook of increased cross-
boundary disaster risk call for a thorough stock-taking of the engagement with 
cross-boundary disasters that can be observed hitherto. The paper therefore aims at 
reviewing and analysing the state of knowledge on cross-boundary effects of disas-
ters and their governance. The paper will focus particularly on Asia and the Pacific 
and will pay special attention to the role of urbanisation.

Four fields of information will be covered. Firstly, peer-reviewed scientific pub-
lications on the topic will be reviewed, contributing the main pillar of the analysis. 
Secondly, grey literature is analysed, mainly covering reports by international 
organisations such as UN-ESCAP as well as NGOs and other civil society organisa-
tions. Thirdly, the main global providers of secondary statistical data on disasters 
are considered and analysed for their relevance and capacity to inform about cross-
boundary disasters. Fourthly, key international agreements in the post-2015 agenda 
are examined for their provisions on cross-border disaster risk governance. The 
detailed steps but also limits of this methodology are discussed in the individual 
chapters below. Within the boundaries of this analysis, the paper concludes by syn-
thesising the key achievements that have been made to date but also develops a list 
of pressing knowledge gaps and research needs.

1 The terms ‘risk management’ and ‘risk governance’ are both used in the literature depending on 
the context and focus. While ‘risk management’ typically implies a notion of the technocratic 
manageability of risk—often closely related to state organisations and a top-down approach to 
administration—the term ‘risk governance’ puts more emphasis on the fact that risk is, and needs 
to be, negotiated and mediated between different political and social actors within a society, often 
with very different perspectives and priorities for risk reduction. This chapter uses both terms, 
depending on the context. Even though the author very much agrees with the emphasis and tenets 
within the risk governance debate, he uses the term ‘risk management’ here when referring to lit-
erature or policy concepts that use it.

M. Garschagen



61

4.2  �Analysis

4.2.1  �Peer-Reviewed Scientific Literature

In order to analyse scientific publications on cross-border disaster impacts and their 
governance, the two main databases for peer-reviewed literature—i.e. ISI Web of 
Science and Scopus—have been used as an entry point. Given that Scopus has a 
wider coverage than ISI Web of Science (also covering major book projects and 
conference proceedings), only the results of the Scopus searches are explored here. 
Strategic keyword searches were applied, targeting the title, abstract and keywords 
of the publications. Three main combinations have been explored: (1) ‘disaster’ and 
‘cross-border’; (2) ‘disaster’ and ‘transboundary’ and (3) ‘disaster’ and ‘interna-
tional’. These searches resulted 99, 89 and 9419 publications, respectively, from the 
earliest record in each of the categories to the end of 2015. Given the high number 
in the combination ‘disaster’ and ‘international’, the search for this pair has been 
limited to both words appearing in the title, still resulting in 394 publications which 
were considered for the analysis. This selection of search criteria necessarily has its 
limitations, as a wide range of engagements on cross-border disasters is not cap-
tured if the authors use different terms or discuss cross-border implications mostly 
indirectly. However, the selection is purposeful in that it captures the literature that 
deals with cross-border, transboundary or international dimensions of disasters in 
an explicit fashion. It is these explicit engagements that are of most relevance for 
this review. The analysis suggests however, that the three terms are not—and should 
not—be taken as synonyms; rather, they carry specific connotations. The term 
‘cross-border’ implies that neighbouring countries are affected by the same hazard 
or disaster in their territory, calling for collaboration of states and their institutions. 
‘Transboundary’, in contrast, can apply to state territories but is also applied to a 
wide range of boundaries, including sub-national administrative entities but also 
ecological or cultural boundaries. The term is, for instance, often used in the context 
of river and basin management. The term ‘international’, meanwhile, is applied to a 
wide range of contexts, including international policy frameworks (such as the 
International Decade for Disaster Risk Reduction in the 1990s) as well as interna-
tional aid and relief amongst countries not sharing any territorial borders. 
Nevertheless, the literature also clearly shows that a good dose of fuzziness remains 
in the past and current use of the three terms. Throughout this chapter, all three 
terms are used, depending on the context.

Figure 4.1. shows the number of publications per year for the three searches. For 
all three categories, a clear increase in publications can be observed from the early 
2000s onwards. Measured against the widespread acknowledgement of the impor-
tance of cross-border and transboundary disasters (see below) and the heavy increase 
in publications on disaster risk reduction more generally over the last decades 
(Garschagen 2014), the number of publications published explicitly in this field is 
remarkably low—especially when considering that some, even though not many, of 
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the papers resulting from the three searches are featured in either two or all three of 
the groups.

Tracking the contributions of different disciplines has become increasingly dif-
ficult due to the growing number of multi- and transdisciplinary collaborations and 
mergers—especially in the field of disaster risk research, with its human-environment 
focus. Nevertheless, the existing data on the global record of peer-reviewed publica-
tions suggest a number of interesting points. In terms of publication numbers, the 
large contributions have been coming from the social sciences, environmental sci-
ences and earth and planetary sciences. Interestingly, the field of medicine is the 
single largest contributor in the query using the ‘cross-border’ and ‘international’ 
terminology (almost one third of all publications in these groups) while only play-
ing a minor role in the publications using the ‘transboundary’ terminology—see 
below for some interpretation. It is also worth noting that the number of contribu-
tions declared as belonging to the field of economics is comparatively low, contrib-
uting below 4% of the publications in all search queries. While a number of the 
papers in the other subject areas address economic dimensions of cross-border and 
transboundary disasters, of course, Fig. 4.2 still underscores that this field is heavily 
underemphasised.

While it would be impossible to review all of the articles resulting from this 
search in detail in this chapter, a number of thematic clusters can be identified from 
the review. One of the areas receiving the most attention is analysis of geophysical 
systems that are prone to producing cross-border disasters. Most prominently, these 
include transboundary river sheds with flood hazards (e.g. Bakker 2009), but also 
seismic zones (e.g. Parolai et  al. 2010). This results in a strong emphasis on 

Fig. 4.1  Published items per year based on Scopus queries on ‘disaster’ and ‘cross-border’, 
‘disaster’ and ‘transboundary’, and ‘disaster’ and ‘international’ (Own draft based on Scopus data)
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cross-border early warning systems and transboundary governance systems in order 
to mitigate disaster risk in a preventive way, particularly between upstream and 
downstream countries. Most prominently, this area of research includes the vast 
field of transboundary watershed governance, for instance, in central Europe (e.g. 
Janssen 2008) or the Himalayas (e.g. Katel et al. 2015). Many of these studies have 
close ties to concepts around Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM).

Interestingly, however, a yet much larger body of literature concentrates not on 
disaster prevention but on transboundary, cross-border and international dimensions 
of post-disaster aid and relief. Using selected highlights, Table 4.1 illustrates the 
breadth and depth of this literature. It addresses organisational, legal, political and 
administrative layers and spans from arrangements between neighbouring countries 
all the way to regional or even global international agreements for disaster assis-
tance. Lai et al. (2009), for example, explore current mechanisms for transboundary 
disaster risk management in ASEAN countries, concluding that the current provi-
sions are not able to deliver the required level of effective risk management. Hence, 
they call for a new ASEAN disaster response, training and logistics centre and pro-
pose main criteria for its institutional design. Along similar lines, the majority of 
papers emphasise a need for improved institutional cooperation, synchronisation 
and preparation of cross-border international disaster response. A considerable 
body of literature even critiques the disaster relief actions of the past and examines 
their effectiveness as well as negative (unintended) side effects, especially in cases 
where aid was provided by the ‘global north’ to the ‘global south’ (e.g. Dudasik 
1982; Habibzadeh et al. 2008). In principle, the literature on cross-border disaster 
response and relief includes the review of political frameworks and legal arrange-
ments, e.g. the exchange of remote sensing information for disaster management or 
Geographic Information Systems for synchronising assistance by non-state humani-

Fig. 4.2  Subject areas for results of Scopus query on ‘disaster’ and ‘cross-border’ (left) and 
‘disaster’ and ‘transboundary’ (center), and ‘disaster’ and ‘international’(right) (Own draft, based 
on Scopus data)
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Table 4.1  Thematic clusters and selected publications with explicit focus on transboundary, 
cross-border and international aspects of disasters and their governance

Thematic cluster
Examples of publications explicitly focusing on transboundary, 
cross-border and international aspects

Transboundary 
hazards

Parolai et al. (2010) on cross-border seismological monitoring networks 
in Central Asia; Bakker et al. (2009) on a global review of 
transboundary river floods

Transboundary 
institutions for 
disaster prevention 
and risk reduction

Katel, Schmidt-Vigt & Dendup (2015) on transboundary flood and water 
management in the Himalayas; Rubert and Beetlestone (2014) on tools 
for transboundary river management and disaster prevention in Southern 
Africa; Janssen (2008) on cross-border flood risk governance in 
Germany and the Netherlands

Cross-border and 
international disaster 
response and relief 
(state as well as 
non-state 
organisations; 
institutions and 
technology)

Boin et al. (2014) on the potential for transboundary crises management 
within the European Union; Caron et al. (2014) for a compendium on 
international law and disaster relief; Petiteville et al. (2014) on the 
collaboration of space agencies for strengthening national disaster risk 
reduction; Brattberg and Rhinard (2013) on the effectiveness in 
international disaster relief of the European Union and the United 
States; Rose and Kustra (2013) on economic considerations for 
designing transboundary emergency management institutions; Lai 
(2012) on cross-border disaster relief in Asia after the 2004 Indian 
Ocean Tsunami and the 2008 Wenchuan Earthquake; Stefanelli and 
Williams (2011) on regulatory barriers to effective international disaster 
assistance within the EU; Ansell et al. (2010) on the administrative 
capabilities required for managing transboundary crises; Tapia et al. 
(2010) on cross-border information systems used by NGOs to 
coordinate their humanitarian relief; Bas et al. (2010) on a Geographical 
Information System(GIS)-based management for cross-border 
evacuation in disaster situations in Europe; Edwards (2009) on the 
general principles of cross-border disaster response; Larsson (2009) on 
crisis management cooperation within the European Union; Becker et al. 
(2007) on challenges for transboundary flood management in the Rhine 
basin; Kapucu (2011) on an analysis of coordination and collaboration 
of international relief organisations; McCann and Cordi (2011) on 
international efforts to develop standards for disaster preparedness and 
response; Jia’nan et al. (2009) on the conceptual framework for a 
proposed international disaster compensation fund; James (2008), 
Habibzadeh et al. (2008) and Dudasik (1982) on critiques of 
international aid in disasters; Xu et al. (2008) on reviewing international 
cooperation in the case of the Wenchuan earthquake; Rokach et al. 
(2008) on standard-setting in collaborative search and rescue skills 
between Turkey, Greece and Israel; Abolghasemi et al. (2006) on lessons 
learned from the international response to the Bam earthquake in 2003; 
Lau et al. (2005) on Singapore’s contribution to the victim identification 
effort in Thailand following the Indian Ocean Tsunami; Ito and Martinez 
(2005) on early lessons from the implementation of the International 
Charter for sharing remote sensing information for disaster 
management; Einhaus (1988) on a review of the operations of the Office 
of the United Nations Disaster Relief Coordinator; Kent (1987) on a 
review of international relief networks since 1945

(continued)

M. Garschagen



65

tarian organisations (e.g. Ito and Martinez 2005), as well as case studies from spe-
cific disasters in the past. A considerable number of these examples are from Asia, 
most notably the Indian Ocean Tsunami (e.g. Lai 2012; Lau et al. 2005), but also 
Typhoon Nargis (e.g. Kapucu 2011), major earthquakes such as in Bam and 
Wenchuan or other major disasters (e.g. Abolghasemi et al. 2006; Xu et al. 2008).

An additional thematic cluster gravitates around the assessment of cross-border 
disaster impacts. These include changes in international trade (e.g. Oh 2015) or 

Table 4.1  (continued)

Thematic cluster
Examples of publications explicitly focusing on transboundary, 
cross-border and international aspects

Cross-border 
impacts of disasters

Oh and Reuveny (2010), Oh (2015) and Gassebner et al. (2010) on the 
impacts of disasters on international trade; Olivero et al. (2012) on a 
method for disaster risk assessment of cross-border infrastructure; Yang 
(2008) on a empirical analysis of the impacts of hurricanes on 
international financial flows over the last decades

International 
migration in relation 
to disasters and 
climate threats

Pourhashemi et al. (2012) on rights of climate refuguees; Kolmannskog 
and Trebbi (2010) on the protection of cross-border displaced victims of 
disasters; Cohen and Bradley (2010) on the protection gap in cross-
border displacements following disasters

Pandemics and 
health emergencies

Grier et al. (2011) on information sharing for managing cross-border 
health emergencies; Fisher (2010) on legal and regulatory challenges in 
cross-border disaster medicine; Dopson (2009) on cross-border early 
warning for infectious diseases; Gao et al. (2008) on cross-border health 
mapping; Jones et al. (2008) on needs within cross-border preparation 
for health emergencies; Pohl-Meuthen et al. (2006) on obstacles for 
cross-border medical emergency services; Owens et al. (2005) on the 
US efforts for installing rapidly deployable assembly shelters and 
surgical hospital; Post (2004) on regulative barriers to cross-border 
medical assistance in Belgium, Germany and the Netherlands

Conceptual 
approaches

Sapountzaki and Daskalakis (2015) on a conceptual discourse on 
transboundary resilience to water scarcity and drought; Yang and Zhang 
(2014) on the evaluation of different systems for transboundary disaster 
management; Lagadec (2009) on new paradigms and concepts for 
capturing complex transboundary crises

Miscellaneous 
relevant topics

Engstrom (2013) on the military involvement in international disaster 
relief in East Asia and the projection of power; Raschky and Schwindt 
(2012) on a review of types and channels of international disaster 
assistance; Deebaj et al. (2011) on an analysis of whether airports in 
Sweden, Great Britain and Finland had been prepared to deal with 
injured and traumatised travellers returning after the Indian Ocean 
Tsunami in 2004; Cao et al. (2010) on the role of Chinese rescue teams 
in the Pakistan floods or 2010; Nelson (2010) on the international 
politics of aid refusal, providing a global data set of these cases between 
1982 and 2006; Margesson (2010) on a review of the US legal 
framework and budget trends for international humanitarian assistance; 
Byard and Winskog (2010) on the challenges arising in victim 
identification during international disasters; Park and Reisinger (2010) 
on an empirical analysis on the relationship between perceived disaster 
risk and travel choices; Diaz (2008) on the integration of psychosocial 
support in the international assistance of the American Red Cross
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infrastructure disruption (e.g. Olivero et  al. 2012). An emerging subset further 
emphasises (international) migration due to disasters and the expected impacts of 
global environmental change (e.g. Kolmannskog and Trebbi 2010). A particular 
focus therein is on the (legal) protection of these migrants (e.g. Cohen and Bradley 
2010).

Diseases and other health emergencies constitute another major thematic cluster 
in the literature—as indicated by the strong contribution of medical sciences (see 
above). Within this cluster a lot of attention is given to the establishment and evalu-
ation of early warning systems for cross-border spread of diseases (e.g. Dopson 
2009; Grier et al. 2011). Secondly, a major focus is on the international institutional 
arrangements for combating disease outbreaks, covering technical medical assis-
tance (e.g. Owens et al. 2005). The literature shows that a lot of global efforts have 
been undertaken over the last decades to improve international cooperation in 
response to disease outbreaks. However, the lite also highlights the many remaining 
challenges for effective collaboration, spanning institutional, political and legal 
domains (e.g. Fisher 2010). Interestingly, these barriers for collaboration are not 
only debated for low-income countries but also within the context of OECD mem-
bers and high-income nations—for instance, in terms of the barriers for cross-border 
assistance between Belgium, Germany and the Netherlands (Post 2004). Particular 
emphasis is also placed on the need for improved ex ante contingency planning and 
training for medical assistance across borders (e.g. Jones et al. 2008).

Last but not least, an emerging body of literature focuses on theoretically and 
conceptually framing disasters and their governance (e.g. Lagadec 2009; Sapountzaki 
and Daskalakis 2015). In addition, a diverse range of other topics are discussed in 
the literature, illustrated in the bottom part of Table 4.1. These include, for instance, 
the analysis of the politics behind refusing international assistance in case of disas-
ter (Nelson 2010) or the projection of power through involving military into cross-
border disaster assistance in East Asia (Engstrom 2013).

4.2.2  �Grey Literature

The analysis of grey literature was driven by two main components. Firstly, a bot-
tom-up search in PreventionWeb was conducted. This is a comprehensive and 
widely used online platform in the field of disaster risk governance, with the explicit 
mandate for ‘serving the needs of the disaster reduction community’ (see UNISDR 
n.d.). An open word search for ‘transboundary’ within this portal resulted in 972 
hits, out of which the largest subset (445) consisted of publications by international 
organisations, followed by policy plans and statements (198), conference announce-
ments and reports (100) and other categories such as job announcements or news 
reports. A rough review of this list shows that major thematic clusters can be 
observed on transboundary flood risk management (around 170 hits) and drought 
risk management (130 hits), both increasingly debated under climate change per-
spectives. However, only 67 of the records are linked to the keyword of ‘urban risk 
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and planning’. In terms of regional focus, entries addressing disaster in Asia make 
for the largest contribution (295), followed by Europe (206) and Africa (160).

However, given the high number of records in the PreventionWeb portal, it 
proved impossible to apply a detailed review to the entire body of documents. The 
detailed analysis therefore, targeted specific reports which have been of high influ-
ence in the field of disaster risk reduction over the recent years. These include:

•	 The biannual Global Assessment Report (GAR) by the United Nations 
International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR),

•	 The Special Report on Managing Extreme Events (SREX) by the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC),

•	 The annual World Disaster Report by International Federation of Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Societies (IFRC),

•	 The annual World Risk Report by the Development Alliance Works and the 
United Nations University Institute for Environment and Human Security (UNU-
EHS), and

•	 Special reports on disaster risk from the United Nations Economic and Social 
Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UN-ESCAP).

Overall, the coverage of cross-border disasters and their governance is strikingly 
shallow in all these reports. While many of the reports are published in series and 
feature an annual focal topic, none of them has in the past explicitly used cross-
border or transboundary disasters as their overall feature topic. However, the reports 
frequently mention the importance to consider such types of disasters and the need 
to get a better handle on transboundary risk governance.

The 2013 GAR (UNISDR 2013), which is focused on ‘[t]he business case for 
disaster risk reduction’, elaborates on the neglect of transboundary risks and their 
negative effects on economic sustainability. The report argues that ‘[r]isks are exter-
nalised or transferred across space and time to other locations and sectors’ (p. 118) 
due to investments in hazard-prone areas. However, when a disaster materialises, 
the effects are likely to be transboundary, challenging economic performance at all 
ends of the system (ibid.). Looking ahead, the report further cautions that ‘the more 
long term the perspective is on risk and uncertainty, the more it becomes an interna-
tional and trans-boundary concern and less a national capacity issue’ (p. 228). The 
GAR of 2011 (UNISDR 2011) also refers to transboundary disasters in a couple of 
places. In combination, these references open up an interesting tension. On the one 
hand, a high number of countries are engaged in transboundary risk governance 
projects and initiatives, run by a wide range of donors and organisations. On the 
other hand, however, the implementation of transboundary risk governance princi-
ples and actual procedures (i.e. the transfer from political agreements on paper to a 
real practice of transboundary risk governance) is often challenged. The 2011 GAR, 
for instance, elaborates on barriers around information sharing, political competi-
tion and lack of human and financial capacities in the case of transboundary risk 
governance in South Asia.
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The IPCC’s SREX report goes a great length in stressing the systemic nature of 
many risks related to extreme weather events as well as their risk management inter-
ventions, which both frequently ‘cross national borders and transcend single nation 
policies and procedure’ (IPCC 2012, p. 398). That is, the report explicitly recog-
nises that hazards can ‘apply to the contiguous zones of many countries, such as 
shared basins with associated flood risks’ while other ‘[r]elationships and connec-
tions [that can be altered by hazard events] involving the movement of goods (trade), 
finance (capital flows and remittances), and people (displaced populations) can also 
have transboundary impacts’ (p. 399). The report emphasises that such effects can 
particularly be triggered by extreme events. These should therefore always be con-
sidered as potentially transboundary in reach, irrespective of their original hazard 
extent. The report therefore calls for increased efforts towards transboundary risk 
governance. However, it does so by also emphasising the potential that can emerge 
from such cooperation:

The interdependence of the global economy, the public good, and the transboundary nature 
of risk management, and the potential of regional risk pooling, can make international 
cooperation on disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation more economically 
efficient than national or sub-national action alone. Notions of solidarity and equity moti-
vate addressing disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation at the international 
level in part because developing countries are more vulnerable to physical disasters. (p.396)

Referring to the Rio Declaration and the Charter of the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the report further provides a reminder 
on key legal obligations (in terms of soft laws) around transboundary risk 
management:

That states have a duty to prevent transboundary harm, provide notice of, and undertake 
consultations with respect to such potential harms is a soft law norm expressed under inter-
national environmental law. The more general duty to cooperate has evolved as a result of 
the inapplicability of the law of state responsibility to problems of multilateral concern, 
such as global environmental challenges. […] From the duty to cooperate is deduced a duty 
to notify other states of potential environmental harm. This is reflected in Principles 18 and 
19 of the Rio Declaration (a non-legal international instrument), that ‘States shall immedi-
ately notify other States of any natural disasters or other emergencies that are likely to 
produce sudden harmful effects on the environment of those States’ (Rio Principle 18) and 
‘States shall provide prior and timely notification and relevant information to potentially 
affected States on activities that may have a significant adverse transboundary environmen-
tal effect’ (Rio Principle 19). (p. 402)

Thus the report supports its call for increased efforts towards transboundary risk 
governance by, raising awareness of, first, cross-border risk patterns; second, the 
opportunities emerging form transboundary risk governance; and third, the already 
existing obligations within ratified international agreements.

Interestingly, neither the World Disaster Report (annually published by the 
IFRC) nor the World Risk Report (published annually since 2011 by the Alliance 
Development Works and UNU-EHS) have in the past explicitly featured the topic of 
transboundary disaster risk in any of their reports. While the topic is mentioned in 
various places of these reports, the engagement does translate into a detailed analy-
sis or conceptual framing.
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One of the most explicit engagements with transboundary disasters can be found 
in UN-ESCAP’s 2015 Asia-Pacific Disaster Report, entitled ‘Disasters Without 
Borders—Regional Resilience for Sustainable Development’ (UN-ESCAP 2015). 
As the title suggests, the report includes a strong plea for more stringent trans-
boundary risk management in the region. The report stresses that the region is 
affected by a number of large-scale and cross-border hazard conditions, including 
earthquakes, tsunamis, tropical cyclones, transboundary floods, volcanic eruptions 
and droughts. Single hazard events in these categories can affect multiple countries 
in the region at the same time, necessitating transboundary efforts to reduce the risk 
of regional crises. However, a review of its problem analysis, particularly in the sec-
tion on cross-border threats, also exemplifies one of the general problems in the 
field: that data for truly analysing the cross-border effects is largely lacking to date 
(see also the section below). Rather than exploring the cross-border effects in detail, 
this report has to make do with existing statistical data and rather lists the accumula-
tion of disaster risk in the region. This is undoubtedly relevant but is analytically 
different from exploring the economic, social, informational and other linkages in 
cross-border disaster risk.

4.2.3  �Secondary Data

In order to analyse whether and to what extent freely available secondary statistical 
data can capture cross-border disasters and their impacts, the main databanks of 
disaster information—EM-DAT and NatCatSERVICE—have been considered for 
the analysis.

The EM-DAT database, run since 1988 by the Centre for Research on the 
Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED), is compiled from various sources, including 
UN agencies, non-governmental organisations, insurance companies, research insti-
tutes and press agencies (CRED 2015). It lists the impacts from disasters related to 
natural hazards in terms of affected people and economic losses. However, despite 
being one the most comprehensive databases available, all data is prepared and 
provided with national resolution, due to the reporting mechanisms in the data 
sources it uses. Hence EM-DAT data does not allow for tracking cross-border effects 
of specific disasters in detail.

The NatCatSERVICE, run by Munich Re, provides annual reports on the largest 
disasters, measured in terms of their humanitarian and economic impact (Munich 
Re 2015). The figures on overall losses therefore include proxies for cross-border 
effects. However, given that Munich Re only publishes highly aggregated data out 
of their NatCatService, it is difficult to track cross-border impacts in specific coun-
tries in detail.
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4.2.4  �International Agreements in the Post-2015 Agenda

Disaster risk reduction is a major policy field in the so-called post-2015 arena. The 
year 2015 is of great importance as it saw four major international initiatives and 
agreements for fostering sustainable development and risk reduction: the passing of 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the Addis Ababa Conference on 
Financing for Development, UNFCCC’s 21st Conference of the Parties (with the 
goal of a new global climate agreement), and the 3rd UN World Conference on 
Disaster Risk Reduction. The latter, held in March in Sendai, has direct relevance 
for the topic of cross-boundary disaster risk governance. It led to a new intergovern-
mental agreement on disaster risk reduction, the so-called Sendai Framework for 
Disaster Risk Reduction (SFDRR) 2015–2030 (UNISDR 2015). Looking back to 
the lessons learned from the previous agreement, the Hyogo Framework for Action 
(UNISDR 2007), the Sendai Framework states that:

International, regional, subregional and transboundary cooperation remains pivotal in sup-
porting the efforts of States, their national and local authorities, as well as communities and 
businesses, to reduce disaster risk. Existing mechanisms may require strengthening in order 
to provide effective support and achieve better implementation. (p. 10)

Yet the Sendai Framework for Action goes beyond the Hyogo Framework for 
Action and emphasises international—and specifically transboundary—coopera-
tion as one of the main responsibilities of national governments, anchored in the 
frameworks first guiding principle:

Each State has the primary responsibility to prevent and reduce disaster risk, including 
through international, regional, subregional, transboundary and bilateral cooperation. 
(p. 13)

The framework further goes on to specify that:

To guide action at the regional level through agreed regional and subregional strategies and 
mechanisms for cooperation for disaster risk reduction, as appropriate, in the light of the 
present Framework, in order to foster more efficient planning, create common information 
systems and exchange good practices and programmes for cooperation and capacity devel-
opment, in particular to address common and transboundary disaster risks.’ (p. 18)

While the Sendai Framework does not include binding principles on how to 
implement these requests, it is worth noting that the level of emphasis put on the 
topic is higher than in its predecessor framework. However, the below discussion 
will touch on the question of whether and how these claims on paper are likely to be 
implemented in action—and which further steps will be needed.
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4.3  �Conclusions: Achievements, Knowledge Gaps 
and Research Needs

In conclusion, the above review allows for synthesising the main achievements as 
well as remaining knowledge gaps and research needs in the field of cross-border 
and transboundary disasters. While the review can by no means be considered com-
plete in covering all literature that has been published on the topic, it shows that 
considerable attention has been given to the issue. Scientific publications as well as 
major reports by international organisations working on disaster risk reduction 
stress the importance of recognising the transboundary and international reach of 
disasters and their impacts. They therefore agree on calling for strong efforts for 
improving transboundary and international risk governance efforts. However, the 
level of specification ranges from loose statements on wishes and visions to con-
crete suggestions for improved organisational mechanisms—for instance, within 
ASEAN (Lai et al. 2009). The plea for improved transboundary and international 
risk governance has also become a central element of the main intergovernmental 
agreement guiding disaster risk reduction in the post-2015 world, i.e. the Sendai 
Framework 2015–2030. This is a major advancement from the previous Hyogo 
Framework for Action 2005–2015, where the issue had received much less attention 
and was only vaguely mentioned—not transferred forcefully into a guiding princi-
ple as is the case in the Sendai Framework. However, whether and how these prin-
ciples will be translated into action will need to be seen over the next years. The 
review suggests that despite the increased attention given to the topic, there are 
multiple barriers in terms of political will, institutional inertia, financial and human 
capital (reported especially in the scientific literature) and, last but not least, gaps in 
knowledge and data. The prospects for improved transboundary risk governance 
will therefore also depend on the whether and how existing knowledge gaps can be 
closed to allow for guiding policy and practice more effectively.

Along this line, the review brings to light a number of urgent research needs. 
First, there is a lack of strategic regional and global data collection to allow exami-
nation of the size, regional patterns, and sectoral patterns of cross-border disaster 
impact. The literature features a number of popular case studies for exploring cross-
border disaster impacts. Amongst the most prominent examples are the 2011 floods 
in Bangkok and the Tohoku earthquake and tsunami, alluding to the strong rele-
vance of transboundary disaster perspectives in urban—and urbanising—Asia. 
However, apart from heuristic analysis in singular case studies, a global approach to 
capturing the multiple cross-border effects of disasters is largely lacking to date. 
Neither the peer-reviewed literature nor the international reports provide such a 
comprehensive approach. In particular, the global databases on disaster impact sta-
tistics are to date not designed to capture such cross-border effects in a strategic and 
coherent manner—including those on migration, trade, economic production or any 
of the other effects frequently mentioned in the heuristic and conceptual literature 
on transboundary disasters. A more strategic collection of such data would not only 
enable a much more stringent and detailed scientific understanding of transboundary 

4  Governing Cross-Border Effects of Disasters in Urbanising Asia: What Do We Know?



72

disasters, but would also help to focus political attention on the need for transbound-
ary and cross-border risk governance to avoid these types of impacts and share the 
costs of their mitigation.

Second, cross-border disasters are often equated with a cross-border spread of 
hazards such as earthquakes or floods. Much less attention is given to the case 
where, in an increasingly complex world, even localised disasters such as urban 
floods can imply massive spillover effects across borders. The capture of these 
effects is much more complicated, but would be needed for truly understanding the 
disaster risk in integrated and highly connected systems of global production and 
social activity.

Third, the gap described in the above two points is particularly wide with regards 
to the soft impacts of disasters. These reach beyond the pure impacts on economic 
production, trade, currencies exchange rates, migration etc., which all could, in 
principle, be measured in hard numbers. Transboundary effects of disasters can also 
include issues such as teleconnected changes in risk management paradigms and 
practices. Again, while some illustrative examples are repeatedly reported in the 
literature (e.g. Germany’s decision to exit nuclear power production following the 
Fukushima triple disaster) the literature lacks a more strategic assessment of these 
soft effects, including comparative studies or theoretical models for explaining such 
changes. Subtle transboundary effects at the interface of hard and soft might also 
include issues such as informal remittance flows or changes in investment decisions. 
These hybrid effects are also insufficiently captured and examined to date.

Fourth, next to the assessment of hard and soft impacts of transboundary disas-
ters, there is a particular gap in examining and understanding the drivers and root 
causes of transboundary disaster risk. While most attention has to date been given 
to questions of transboundary and international cooperation in ex post disaster 
response, relief and recovery, a better understanding of the root causes and drivers 
is essential for any long-term and preventive risk reduction. This needs to include in 
particular a better deciphering of the causal structure and complexities driving 
disaster risk, including not only the currently predominant focus on assessing natu-
ral hazards (as one side of the risk equation) but also the risk contribution of socio-
economic vulnerability and susceptibility.

Fifth, there is a significant need to account for future trends into the analysis of 
cross-border risk patterns. As indicated in the introduction, cross-border disaster 
risk is driven by—amongst other factors—the confluence of three megatrends: envi-
ronmental and climate change; increasing regional integration and globalisation; 
and urbanisation. All three of these trends are going to continue or even intensify in 
the future, particularly in Asia and the Pacific region. However, scientific studies 
almost exclusively look backwards and examine past disasters. What is urgently 
needed is to complement these studies with scenario and other futurology approaches 
to identify and assess potential future trajectories in cross-border disaster risk. This 
should combine qualitative and quantitative approaches and should serve not only a 
scientific but especially a practical purpose, thereby leveraging increased action for 
transboundary risk governance today.
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Sixth, there is a lack of institutional analysis on how to incentivise and improve 
cross-border disaster cooperation in contexts where the benefits might be delayed or 
uncertain. While all bodies of literature considered for this review agree on the nor-
mative call for improved transboundary risk governance, the current case studies on 
institutional and organisational enablers and barriers, despite being very insightful, 
only provide highly selective and context-specific accounts. Research over the next 
years should focus on synthesising and upscaling these accounts and on building 
abstract models and theoretical representations of the institutional dimensions of 
cross-border risk governance. Ideally, these can work to inform policymaking and 
designing institutions for transferring the conceptual claims made in the SFDRR 
and other documents into concrete policy and action.

Seventh, while the private sector is one of the main agents when thinking about 
cross-border disasters (both in terms of assessing negative impacts and ways of 
dealing with them), surprisingly little is known about how private sector actors 
make decisions to deal with cross-border risk. There is hence a need for an improved 
understanding of how these actors perceive and act upon the risk from cross-border 
disasters and whether and how they function as agents of change in wider risk gov-
ernance constellations.

In sum, research and policymaking on transboundary and cross-border disaster 
risk reduction can build on a strong foundation and a widely shared set of goals. 
However, the field will need to receive increased academic and practical effort if it 
is to transform from a vision to practice.
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