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INTRODUCTION

The most populous and densely populated geographical region of the world, South Asia 
continues to face increasing humanitarian needs caused by a complex range of natural, 

climate change and conflict-induced emergencies. Moreover, the long-term impacts of 
COVID-19 are likely to exacerbate challenges within the region.

This emerging humanitarian issues (EHI) brief on South Asia was developed by Seeta Giri, HAG’s 
Asia Regional Advisor. It was developed to inform the 2021–24 phase of Humanitarian Advisory 
Group’s Humanitarian Horizons research program, and support humanitarian actors by outlining 
emerging humanitarian issues in South Asia. It was prepared following contextual analysis of trends 
in the region and consultations with key humanitarian stakeholders (4 national actors, 5 regional 
actors, 12 international actors), across Bangladesh, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Afghanistan during 
September and October 2020.

AT A GLANCE – MAJOR INCIDENTS IN SOUTH ASIA (2015–20)

Rohingya refugee crisis (2017 – ongoing)

1,330,000+ million people a�ectede

Flooding caused by Cyclone Amphan 
(2020)

2.6 million people a�ected 

200,000+ houses damagedf

COVID-19  
Cases and fatalities across South Asia 
as of Jan 2021a

12,216,139 total cases

170,671 total fatalities

a. 91-DICOV, An interactive visualization of the exponential spread of COVID-19 
b. https://www.acaps.org/country/afghanistan/crisis/complex-crisis
c. https://reliefweb.int/report/nepal/nepal-country-profile-25-01-17
d. https://www.acaps.org/country/pakistan/crisis/complex-crisis
e. https://www.acaps.org/country/bangladesh/crisis/rohingya-refugees
f.  https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/MDRBD024eu6m.pdf 

Gorkha earthquake (2015)

8,000+ fatalities

180,000+ displacedc 

NEPAL BANGLADESH

Ongoing conflict in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
province (2009 – ongoing)

5,000,000+ people displacedd

Severe drought in Sindh and Balochistan 
provinces (2018-19) 

5,000,000+ people left food insecured

PAKISTAN

Ongoing displacement and deaths 
due to conflict (2001 – ongoing)

10,000 civilian fatalities each year 
since 2014b

Severe flooding and avalanches (2020) 

200+ fatalities and 

110,000+ a�ectedb
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https://humanitarianadvisorygroup.org/humanitarian-horizons/
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ONGOING CHALLENGES

1  Interview 17
2 Interview 15
3 Interview 6
4 AIDMI (2020) Perspectives of the Pandemic: COVID19 in South Asia
5 IPC-IG (2020) Socio-economic impacts of COVID-19, policy responses and the missing middle in South Asia
6 World Bank (June 2020): Global Economic Prospects; ILO (September 2020) Impact of Lockdown Measures on the Informal 

Economy.
7 UN-Women (2020: From Insights to Action: Gender Equality in the wake of COVID-19

Climate change

“Almost all South Asian countries are facing 
significant and increasing impacts from 
climate change. While the humanitarian 
sector fails to understand the interlinkages 
of the crisis caused by the changing climate 
such as flooding, heatwave, drought, forest 
fire, cyclone etc. There is great need to better 
understand what kind of investments are 
required and where?”1

The challenges are aggravated by gaps and silos 
in emergency response mechanisms. While a 
large proportion of disasters in the region are 
hydrometeorological, many governments in 
the region fail to connect their climate change 
and disaster management ministries. This 
disconnect is mirrored in the international 
community.2 Humanitarian responses are 
mostly linked to impacts of climate change, 
poverty, poor governance, and socio-economic 
vulnerability – issues that are the primary 
focus of programmatic interventions by the 
development sector. It is important to look 
at these challenges holistically rather than 
continuing to respond to residual risks emerging 
out of poor collaboration.3

The COVID-19 pandemic

South Asia, in comparison to other regions of 
the world, is culturally diverse, economically 
dynamic and demographically young. Moreover, 
South Asia is the world’s most densely populated 
region, with one-fourth of the world’s population. 
All these factors have shaped the responses of 
government, private and civil society actors to 
the COVID-19 pandemic.4 Preliminary estimates 
are that COVID-19 will increase the proportion 
of the population in extreme poverty by 1.8–2.3% 
in South Asia, meaning that up to 42 million 
people will fall below the World Bank’s USD1.90/
day poverty line.5 While COVID-19 is affecting 
livelihoods across the economy, it is hitting the 
informal sector particularly hard. In South Asian 
economies, the informal sector contributes, 
on average, over a quarter of gross domestic 
product, and informal jobs constitute 88% of 
total employment.6 According to new United 
Nations (UN) data, the female poverty rate 
in South Asia will increase in 2021 due to the 
pandemic, and more women than men in 
the 25–34 age group will be poorer in the next 
decade.7 

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected all sectors 
of society and will continue to be a challenge 
in its own right, and will shape the context 
for humanitarian responses in the region. 
The pandemic highlights the need for the 
humanitarian sector to revamp its mechanisms 
and capacity to prepare for much more complex 
emergencies.
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South Asia is one of the largest sources of labour 
migration to the Middle East, and the pandemic 
has prompted large movements of economic 
migrants, with millions of people returning to 
their countries of origin (including Bangladesh, 
India and Nepal). This poses multiple challenges, 
including the loss of remittances reducing 
household incomes, exacerbating the impact of 
COVID-19 on economies, employment, health, 
education and social issues. There is concern 
about increasing rates of gender-based violence, 
including the increased vulnerability of young 
girls to early marriage as a strategy for reducing 
burdens on family resources. 

However, COVID-19 also provides opportunities 
for online and remote working through 
enhancing use of information and 
communication technologies (ICT). South Asia 
has a large literate population that can take 
advantage of global increases in the extent of ICT 
use.  

Forced displacement

“Most crises are political, don’t happen 
overnight – has religious-ethnic-nationalist 
angles. The Rohingya influx in 2017 – it was 
not something that was not anticipated, but 
it also came as a surprise for the Bangladeshi 
community due to sudden huge influx.”8

8 Interview 7
9 Oliver Lough and John Bryant (2020): With Myanmar’s military back in full control, Rohingya refugees need long-term 

solutions
10 Nazmul Ahasan (2020): As Bangladesh moves Rohingya to Bhasan Char, UN and aid agencies face a dilemma
11 Interview 10
12 Interview 10

The Rohingyas are still vulnerable in the Rakhine 
state in Myanmar – a context that has been 
further exacerbated by the recent military coup.9 
As conditions on the ground worsen, more 
Rohingyas may flee Myanmar. The remaining 
600,000 Rohingyas in Rakhine state are 
mostly expected to travel to Bangladesh, due 
to its proximity. This will increase the ongoing 
challenges the humanitarian community and 
the Bangladesh government face in supporting 
the refugee population. The Bangladesh 
government’s move to relocate refugees to 
Bhasan Char will continue to create further 
complexities.10 Others may travel by boat to 
Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia, the Middle East or 
other destinations.11 Harsh border enforcement 
policies beyond South Asia increase the risks to 
which refugees are exposed when making such 
journeys. 

Recently, in India, 1.9 million people have 
been made stateless through the process of 
national citizenship registration. Of this group, 
approximately 1.8 million people are Muslim 
and 100,000 are Hindus and Christians. There 
are fears that it will lead to another large-scale 
forced displacement in the near future, dwarfing 
the Rohingya crisis.12 



RISING TRENDS AND ISSUES

13 Interview 4
14 Interview 7
15 Interview 8

Conflict tracking and advocacy

The humanitarian community is insufficiently 
prepared for the probable escalation of these 
displacement crises in coming years. There is 
an urgent need for stronger mechanisms for 
monitoring, advocacy and action to reduce 
the likelihood of emerging conflicts becoming 
major crises. There are fears that conflicts or 
events triggered by conflicts, which produce 
almost 50% of current humanitarian needs, 
will cause up to 80% by 2030.13 It is also 
noted that post conflict crises are generally 
more protracted than natural disaster where 
recovery is faster.

On the one hand, improved social analysis 
for conflict tracking and assessment is 
needed. Despite multiple early warning signs 
of religious and ethno-nationalist conflict, 
when the movement of Rohingya people into 
Bangladesh eventuated in 2017, its scale and 
suddenness caught many off guard. There is 
concern that the humanitarian community 
is not doing enough to understand the early 
signs of conflict and take anticipatory action in 
forced displacement contexts. 

On the other hand, advocacy on behalf 
of targeted groups must be more robust. 
Roughly 40,000 children are born every year in 
the Rohingya camps in Cox’s Bazar, meaning 
many stateless young men and women are 
not afforded opportunities to make their own 
lives and build their own futures. 

“It is easy to say “protracted crisis”; it is 
harder to say “what are we doing to handle 
this protracted crisis?”14

More strategic coordination between 
stakeholders could take advantage of their 

complementary assets and opportunities. 
Some organisations are able to undertake 
data collection, for instance, but are not 
in a position to perform public advocacy; 
others are in a position to raise concerns 
with authorities but may not be inclusive 
in their approach. Improving initiatives 
such as information-sharing platforms and 
joint analysis may help the humanitarian 
community support the rights and protection 
of vulnerable and marginalised groups. 

Local approaches to quality and 
effectiveness

The localisation agenda is building 
momentum in South Asia, though perhaps 
to a lesser extent than elsewhere. The 
consultations for this EHI brief revealed that 
many actors look at localisation in a positive 
way, whereas others focus on the challenges 
the localisation process presents. We need a 
joined-up approach that balances these views 
to improve humanitarian responses. 

There are calls in the region for more insight 
into the effectiveness of localisation. There 
are perceptions that the evidence for how 
localisation is meeting the needs of crisis-
affected people is lagging behind evidence on 
the efficiency of locally oriented responses. 

“More research is needed on whether and 
how local leadership and implementation 
increase effectiveness and quality of 
responses from the perspective of 
local communities. There is a need 
to meaningfully link localisation to 
accountability to affected populations.” 15
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Photo by Sohaib Ghyasi on Unsplash
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Institutional structures and power dynamics 
are priority issues. Because the humanitarian 
system remains structured primarily around 
international actors, opportunities to make 
use of capacities and resources at community 
levels are being lost.16 Large-scale humanitarian 
response mechanisms still remain exclusive 
to international actors, often allowing 
insufficient space for government and national 
organisations. There are also examples of bigger 

16 Interview 7
17 Interview 6

national non-government organisations (NGOs) 
acting in similar ways to international NGOs, 
to the detriment of smaller local community-
based organisations. More analysis is needed to 
reveal how actors contribute to different types of 
responses and what fundamental changes can 
be made in ways of working. How can everyone 
fit in this space? How can we build the capacity 
of smaller actors through this agenda? 

Mobilising multiple donors and actors

The emergence of middle-income countries in Asia, particularly in South Asia and South-east 
Asia, has implications for humanitarian action in the region. Government-led humanitarian 
responses are becoming more prominent, funding is increasingly being mobilised at national 
and sub-national levels, and the private sector is taking a greater role in disaster risk reduction 
(DRR). 

It is important to understand these trends and their implications for humanitarian space 
and accountability to affected populations. There are concerns around how government-led 
responses adhere to international humanitarian principles, especially in the context of more 
nationalistic governments emerging in South Asia. Others have emphasised that collaboration 
with a diverse range of actors – within and beyond the humanitarian system – is needed to 
make a difference. With the anticipated scale of future challenges, humanitarian actors will 
need to coordinate more effectively with development partners, ensuring that DRR and climate 
change adaptation strategies work together to reduce the need for emergency assistance. 

PRESSING DATA DEFICITS

Knowledge sharing and transition

A stronger evidence base is needed to build coherence and closer collaboration between the 
humanitarian and development sectors in South Asian countries. 

“Development partners should have the tools to understand and integrate the data produced 
by the humanitarian community for better risk-informed planning and durable solutions to 
crises. Conversely, the humanitarian partners need to know how the development partners have 
identified risks and planned to mitigate their impacts.”17
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Better systems are also required to transfer and 
perpetuate knowledge about humanitarian 
response. For example, the response in Nepal 
following the 2015 earthquake was structured 
around the UN cluster system, which was 
subsequently dismantled in that country. How 
can data transfer be managed in this situation so 
that institutional memory remains accessible for 
future responses? 

“There is a need for sustainable systems for 
data management during and after a crisis, 
such as Humanitarian OpenStreetMap, and 
systems that can appropriately interface with 
local stakeholders or government analysis.”18

Who is left behind?

The humanitarian sector emphasises “leaving no 
one behind”, but millions are being left behind. 
We are only scratching the surface. How often do 

18 Interview 16
19 Interview 1
20 Interview 6

we go back after a disaster and actually review 
the data and count the people who weren’t 
reached? The humanitarian sector can’t solve 
everything: governments also need to develop 
systems that protect and support the most 
vulnerable.19 While more states in South Asia and 
South-East Asia are becoming able to respond to 
their needs, marginalised groups tend to be left 
out. 

“National social protection schemes reveal 
major gaps - enormous inclusion and 
exclusion errors misguiding social protection 
work”20

Identifying people left behind more effectively 
will enable more appropriate and targeted 
interventions. However, it will also require much 
greater collaboration and coordination between 
humanitarian and development sectors, while 
creating greater space for government and civil 
society ownership.

RESEARCH FOR TRANSFORMATIVE CHANGE
The findings in this brief will inform the design and implementation of HAG’s Humanitarian 
Horizons research program in 2021–24. The Australian Government’s Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade funded the first two phases of Humanitarian Horizons. The program 
elevates the expertise and commitment of HAG and our research partners to make a unique 
contribution to the humanitarian sector in Asia and the Pacific.

The third phase will increase the program’s emphasis on research that enables concrete 
steps towards improving humanitarian responses. By analysing how change happens in 
the humanitarian sector, by learning from models elsewhere, and by creating user-friendly 
frameworks and approaches, Humanitarian Horizons aims to generate evidence-based 
research and build momentum for transformative change.

Photo by Hadija Yousaf on Unsplash
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