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Message

1997 and 1998 were crisis years for the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). The financial
turmoil that hit ASEAN countries’ economies during this period was compounded by the haze that
enveloped a good part of the region. The pernicious practice of burning forests to clear land for commercial
purposes and the unusually dry weather that caused even the earth to catch fire combined to produce a pall
of catastrophic proportions. The loss in terms of agricultural production, transportation, tourism, and
other economic endeavors has been estimated at more than $9 billion. The cost to human health, loss of
biodiversity, destruction of forests, and general environmental degradation is immeasurable.

ASEAN’s response was swift. ASEAN Ministers met frequently to draw up measures to deal with the
problem. They adopted a Regional Haze Action Plan (RHAP), with corresponding national action plans
and implementation measures, prescribing urgent action on three fronts—monitoring, prevention, and
mitigation. Resources were mobilized and action undertaken to carry out these plans.

The ASEAN Specialized Meteorological Centre in Singapore has been strengthened to more effectively
detect hot spots, predict the weather, and provide early warning of fires. Firefighting mechanisms have
been organized in fire-prone areas and operational exercises have been carried out. Meetings with plantation
owners and forest concessionaires have been organized to impress upon them the seriousness of the zero-
burning policy that ASEAN has adopted.  And the ASEAN Secretariat has set up a special unit to
coordinate efforts to deal with the haze problem. Meanwhile, in the long term, the ASEAN Environment
Ministers have agreed to work on an ASEAN Agreement on Transboundary Haze Pollution.

In all this, ASEAN has received the support of the Asian Development Bank (ADB), Global Environment
Facility (GEF), United Nations Environment Programme, United Nations Development Programme,
individual governments, and nongovernment organizations (NGOs).

This publication, a joint effort of ADB and ASEAN,  brings together the current knowledge about land
and forest fires, examines their causes and impacts with particular reference to Southeast Asia, and
suggests what could happen in the future. It describes and assesses ASEAN’s response to the haze phenomenon
and the role of ADB and other international bodies. Finally, it lays down a blueprint for future national,
regional, and global action to deal with the haze problem in Southeast Asia.

This work should, therefore, be of great interest to many—national governments, regional and
international organizations, NGOs, and the media, which wrote so much about the disaster when it
occurred but little about the measures that have been taken to address it.

I wish to extend to ADB ASEAN’s congratulations and appreciation for this publication, a most
valuable contribution to the reasoned discourse on a serious international problem, with constructive
proposals for action to deal with it. I would also like to reiterate ASEAN’s thanks to ADB for its unremitting
support for ASEAN’s response to the haze crisis. In so doing, I reaffirm ASEAN’s commitment and resolve
to ensure that this disaster does not happen again on such a devastating scale.

RODOLFO C. SEVERINO Jr.
Secretary-General

Association of Southeast Asian Nations
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Foreword

Every year, millions of hectares of the world’s forests are consumed by a large number of fires, resulting in
billions of dollars in suppression costs and causing tremendous damage, health problems, and even deaths.
The forest fires that have hit the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) countries, especially
Indonesia, have been particularly severe, with the United Nations Environment Programme labeling the
blaze of 1997-1998 among the most damaging in recorded history. The environmental, economic, and
social dimensions and impact of these catastrophic fires, and the associated transboundary atmospheric
haze pollution, were profound.

Most tropical fires are set or spread accidentally or intentionally by humans. When severe droughts over
the last two decades have combined with large-scale logging in the rain forests and indiscriminate use of
fire for land clearance, the results have been devastating. As a result of these and other contributory
factors, all areas of ASEAN are prone to wildfires, which are likely to remain a serious threat for some time.

As a partnership for sharing experiences, information, responsibilities, and benefits, and working
toward common good through joint efforts and approach, ASEAN is in a strong position to address its fire
problem at the regional level. Following the 1997 fires, the affected ASEAN countries assumed a more
operational stance toward the fire and haze disasters. Major initiatives in response to the 1997-1998
fires  included national strategies for coordinated action and collaborative regional efforts. At the ASEAN
level, a Regional Haze Action Plan (RHAP) was formulated and endorsed by ASEAN Environment
Ministers in Singapore on 23 December 1997. The adoption  of this instrument has proved to be a turning
point in the region’s approach to preventing and mitigating the damage from recurrent fires and haze.
The RHAP document is a reflection of ASEAN’s determination to actively tackle the problem.

 The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has been playing its part, supporting and catalyzing action to
prevent and mitigate the impact of forest fires and haze. It has provided technical assistance at the
regional level  through the ASEAN Secretariat and advisory technical assistance at the national level to
Indonesia.

Intended as a reference source and general guide for fire and haze management in the ASEAN
region, this volume primarily targets policymakers and professionals at the regional level and in the
ASEAN member countries, as well as in other donor countries and agencies. As such, it reviews the fire and
haze situation in the region, but putting it into an overall global context. It draws on the findings of ADB’s
two related technical assistance projects, including lessons learned and proposals for follow-up in the short
and medium term.

The volume is organized into two main parts.
THE PREMISE presents in the first three chapters background information relating to forest fires

and associated haze, comparing global responses and initiatives to address the situation. In particular, the
situation in ASEAN is dealt with in some detail.

Chapter 1 focuses on the increasing incidence and intensity of forest fires and haze in recent years,
analyzing the major causes and developments in fire science and technology to address these problems.
There is also a brief account of international action to address forest fires and haze.

Chapter 2 goes into some detail on the fires and haze that have affected the ASEAN region, providing
analysis on the causes, and the constraints that have exacerbated these causes. Forestland conversion
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involving uncontrolled use of fire in land preparation is identified as a major source of fires, the
environmental, economic, and social aspects of which are examined.

Chapter 3 discusses the responses at several levels to the recent forest fires and haze in the ASEAN region,
particularly the occurrences of 1997-1998. It also provides an analysis of recent trends in donor assistance.

THE PROGRAM, containing Chapters 4 to 6, discusses the programs being implemented in the
ASEAN region, including regional, subregional, and national components of the Operationalized Regional
Haze Action Plan (ORHAP), to enhance regional preparedness to meet any future occurrences of forest
fires and haze.

Chapter 4 details ADB’s two-pronged approach to address transboundary atmospheric pollution in the
region through its advisory technical assistance grant to Indonesia and regional technical assistance
grant to ASEAN. It describes the catalytic role intended, objectives and details of activities, as well as the
results achieved and lessons learned.

Chapter 5 explains the ORHAP and how it is closely linked to, and supportive of, actions at subregional,
national, and local levels in ASEAN. The three main program components of  prevention, mitigation, and
monitoring and the institutional arrangements for implementation are discussed in detail with references
to the activities and actions falling under each.

Chapter 6 looks at the important actions required to consolidate the initiatives undertaken so far and
to promote and implement appropriate forest fire management in the region, to support rational land use
and development. A lesson learned is that cooperation, openness, and dissemination of results among
projects and relevant government departments is of paramount importance, as is a participatory approach.
Millions of people living in rural areas depend on forests for their livelihood. Often, their aspirations for a
more decent, secure, and equitable way of life are tied up with forestry development. Organized and
informed participation of these people can help all parties involved to find solutions to their problems. The
likelihood (in terms of number and intensity) of forest fires can be reduced through rational and balanced
management interventions with the full participation of local communities.

A bibliography and six Appendixes follow, providing a glossary of local and technical terms, ongoing
assistance programs and activities of the RHAP, procedures for formulating and implementing a Fire
Suppression Mobilization Plan, fire danger rating systems, funding agencies’ collaboration to combat
forest fires and haze, and an outline of the ASEAN Haze Action Online.

ADB stands ready to provide the necessary assistance at the regional as well as at the national level in
support of the efforts aimed at addressing the underlying causes of forest fires and associated haze as
documented in this publication. But it is important to recognize that the initiative and responsibility for
successful implementation rest with the countries concerned. Regional organizations such as ASEAN can
act as a facilitator and coordinator of bilateral or multilateral support, using its influence and capacity to
mobilize intraregional cooperation and collaboration in dealing with the challenge. In this context, as the
publication points out, the emphasis has to be on prevention, because as the old axiom goes, “prevention is
better than cure.”

ROLF SELROD ZELIUS
Chief, Office of Environment and Social Development

Asian Development Bank
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