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By Howie Severino

My father, one of the Philippines most respected diplomats who capped his career as ASEAN Secretary General, passed away April 19, 2019 at the age of 82 in Manila. He had been enduring complications related to Parkinson’s disease for several years.
In a 32-year career in the Philippine foreign service he served three presidents and mentored
many of the nation’s current diplomats. That was followed by a second career as an international civil
servant when he was appointed to the top post in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN) from 1998 to 2002.
He began his ASEA term at the height of the Asian financial crisis and devoted those years
restoring global confidence in the region until it was back on track as a dynamic regional grouping. He
was also instrumental in mobilizing regional cooperation in addressing the root causes of the Southeast Asian haze emanating from forest fires, which had become a major crisis in the late 1990s.
Throughout his years in public service, Severino was deeply involved in promoting regional dialogue and developing the processes that enable Asian countries today to discuss common issues
and resolve disputes. He was ambassador to Malaysia, the Philippines from 1989 to 1992. He became Undersecretary of Foreign Affairs during the presidency of Fidel V. Ramos. He also served with
the two Romulos who became secretaries of foreign affairs —Carlos Romulo and his son Roberto.
“Rod was my mentor,” Roberto Romulo said in a statement. “My worth as a diplomat, if any, is because of him”
He followed my grandfather, Rodolfo Severino Sr., into the foreign service in 1965. The elder
Severino was among the Philippines first foreign service officers after independence in 1946 and
served in Madrid, Jakarta and London.
As a young foreign service officer in the 1970s, my father played a key role in opening relations
with China, and served as one of the country’s first diplomats in Beijing. In the 1990s, he sat across
from his Chinese counterparts in early testy negotiations over Chinese incursions in Philippine seas.
As reported in journalist Marites Vitug‚recent book,”Rock Solid”,he was forthright and candid with the
Chinese, despite representing a small country without the means to challenge the occupier militarily.
Foreshadowing the current situation in Panatag Shoal and elsewhere, the Chinese offered in
tense negotiations in 1995 to Filipino fishermen to take shelter in Mischief Reef. According to transcripts of the meetings, he declined the offer with what Vitug describes as a characteristic barb —
“The perception will still be that our fishermen who have been taking shelter in this reef for a long time
will be doing so now under the sufferance of Chinese authorities.”

After his four-year term at ASEAN in Jakarta, he poured his energy into a new career as an author and public intellectual, first teaching at the Asian Institute of Management in Manila before accepting a position as Research Fellow at ISEAS, or the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, in
Singapore. While at ISEAS, he helped create and then headed the ASEAN Studies Centre.
He wrote four books and edited or co-authored several others, chaired conferences on Asia,
and gave countless speeches and media interviews as an elder statesman of the region.
Before becoming a diplomat, he was a journalist in the late 1950s, covering a wide range of
subjects. One article he wrote on Operation Brotherhood, the international medical relief agency initiated by Oscar Arellano. He recruited him to be its first information officer and sent him to Laos in 1959
where Operation Brotherhood was administering to thousands of Indochinese refugees. This was
where he met his first wife, the late Caridad Gorospe, an OB social worker.
In 1961, he was back in Manila working on the staff of Senator Raul Manglapus. He helped
Manglapus on land reform legislation, among other laws. After he moved on to work for the United
Nations in Manila, he helped Manglapus prepare for his campaign for the presidency against Ferdinand Marcos.
With two young sons to raise, he decided to join the Department of Foreign Affairs in 1965,
with his diplomat father Rodolfo Sr., administering his oath. One of his first assignments in the DFA
was official note taker at the historic 1966 meeting between the visiting US President Lyndon Johnson
and President Ferdinand Marcos, at a time when the Vietnam War was escalating.
He served six years in the Philippine Embassy in Washington, DC where he also earned a
master degree at the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies. After the state visit of
President Marcos to China, he was assigned to help open the country first embassy in Beijing in
1976.
In 1979 he became the first Consul General in Houston, Texas. He would return to the Philippines in 1986 and appointed Assistant Secretary for Asian and Pacific Affairs, and ASEAN Senior Official of the Philippines from 1986 to 1988. During these years, he was heavily involved in bilateral
negotiations with other countries, including talks over the US bases.
After serving as ambassador to Malaysia, he returned to Manila in 1992, and worked closely
with President Ramos in helping manage the turnover of the US bases to the Philippines after they
were closed in 1992.
Severino was born in Manila on April 27, 1936. His mother was the former Trinidad Certeza of
Malabon. His grandfather, Agapito, belonged to the revolutionary Severino clan of Silay, Negros who
fought against Spanish rule in 1898.
He graduated from Ateneo de Manila University with a degree in Humanities in 1956. He is
survived by his youngest child Rhoda, his wife Rowena, two sons Horacio (Howie) and Rodolfo III an
adopted daughter Gina with the late Caridad Gorospe, grandchildren Alon Severino, JJ, Angel, Anna,
Anton and Elyza David.

