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Recent Developments:

The Ramon Magsaysay Award Foundation (RMAF) has announced the 2026 Ramon Magsaysay Awardees,
recognising three Asian personalities for exceptional selfless service, transformative leadership and
commitment to human dignity. The recipients are Tommy Koh of Singapore, Runa Khan of Bangladesh and
Bo Kyi of Myanmar.

Tommy Koh has been recognised for his contribution to international diplomacy, cooperation, peaceful dispute
resolution and international law, particularly his role in negotiations associated with the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).

Runa Khan has been honoured for developing innovative humanitarian and development interventions for remote
and vulnerable communities in Bangladesh, particularly through the organisation Friendship.

Bo Kyi has been recognised for his long-standing defence of political prisoners, democracy, human rights and
accountability in Myanmar through documentation, advocacy and humanitarian support.

The three awardees collectively demonstrate the contemporary dimensions of Asian leadership, encompassing
international cooperation, inclusive development, climate resilience, democracy and human rights.

Ramon Magsaysay Award:

Origin and Significance:

The Ramon Magsaysay Award was established in 1957 in memory of Ramon Magsaysay, the former President
of the Philippines, and the first awards were presented on 31 August 1958.

The award recognises individuals and organisations whose selfless service and greatness of spirit provide
transformative solutions to difficult problems affecting Asian societies and human development.

It is widely regarded as one of Asia’s most prestigious leadership honours and is frequently described as “Asia’s
Nobel Prize” because of its stature and regional significance.

The award is intended to recognise service irrespective of race, gender or religion, thereby emphasising ethical
leadership, public service and social transformation.
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Since its establishment, the award has honoured more than 300 individuals and organisations, with the
Foundation currently recording 353 awardees across its historical roster.

Award and Selection Process:

The awardees are selected annually by the Board of Trustees of the Ramon Magsaysay Award Foundation.

Recipients are presented with a certificate and medallion, along with a cash prize.

The award is administered by the independent Ramon Magsaysay Award Foundation, which continues the
original programme established to honour the values associated with Ramon Magsaysay.

Evolution of Award Categories:

Traditional Categories:

From 1958 to 2008, the award was presented through six principal categories: Government Service, Public
Service, Community Leadership, Journalism, Literature and Creative Communication Arts, Peace and
International Understanding, and Emergent Leadership.

Government Service recognised outstanding contributions to the public interest through governmental institutions,
including executive, legislative, judicial and military services.

Public Service focused on individuals or organisations demonstrating exceptional commitment to public welfare
outside conventional government structures.

Community Leadership recognised grassroots leadership that generated meaningful social transformation within
communities.

Journalism, Literature and Creative Communication Arts recognised communication and creative work
contributing to public awareness, social understanding and human development.

Peace and International Understanding recognised efforts that promoted cooperation, reconciliation and peaceful
relations among peoples and nations.

Emergent Leadership was introduced to recognise younger leaders demonstrating exceptional potential for
transformative service and was supported by the Ford Foundation.

Post-2009 Framework:

Since 2009, the award has moved away from rigid annual categories, allowing the Foundation to recognise
emerging forms of transformative leadership and social innovation.

The contemporary approach enables the Foundation to recognise diverse contributions according to the nature and
impact of an individual's or organisation's work rather than forcing achievements into fixed categories.

Ramon Magsaysay Awardees 2026:

Tommy Koh — Singapore:
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Tommy Koh, a distinguished Singaporean diplomat, public servant and legal scholar, has been recognised for
advancing international cooperation, dialogue, justice and peaceful dispute resolution.

He played an important role in the negotiations that culminated in the United Nations Convention on the Law of
the Sea, which established a comprehensive international legal framework governing the use of oceans and seas.

His contribution is particularly relevant to contemporary debates concerning maritime governance, freedom of
navigation, marine resources and peaceful settlement of maritime disputes.

His career illustrates how diplomacy and international law can contribute to rules-based international
cooperation even amid differences in national interests.

Runa Khan — Bangladesh:

Runa Khan has been recognised for her humanitarian work among vulnerable communities in Bangladesh,
particularly people living in remote riverine and coastal areas.

She founded Friendship, which developed from a hospital-ship initiative into a broader development model
providing healthcare, education, livelihoods, climate adaptation and social inclusion.

Her work is particularly relevant to Bangladesh because large populations living in char areas, river islands and
coastal regions face recurring risks from floods, erosion, cyclones and climate change.

Her model demonstrates how last-mile service delivery, community participation and climate adaptation can
be integrated to improve resilience among marginalised populations.

The award highlights the importance of inclusive development that reaches communities beyond the conventional
coverage of public services.

Bo Kyi — Myanmar:

Bo Kyi, a former political prisoner and human-rights activist from Myanmar, has been recognised for defending
political prisoners, democracy and human dignity.

He was arrested following Myanmar’s 1988 pro-democracy demonstrations and was imprisoned twice, spending
a total of seven years in detention.

In 2000, he co-founded the Assistance Association for Political Prisoners, which supports detainees and their
families while documenting human-rights violations.

His work has helped preserve evidence concerning political imprisonment, human-rights abuses and
democratic repression, thereby strengthening international awareness and accountability.

His recognition demonstrates the importance of civil society, human-rights documentation and democratic
resilience in contexts affected by political instability and military rule.

UPSC Relevance of the 2026 Awardees:

International Relations and Global Governance:

Tommy Koh’s contribution to UNCLOS is directly relevant to India's interests in the Indian Ocean Region,
maritime security, freedom of navigation, marine resources and rules-based international order.
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UNCLOS provides the principal international legal framework for maritime zones such as the territorial sea,
contiguous zone, exclusive economic zone and continental shelf.

His recognition can therefore be linked with India's broader maritime interests, including SAGAR, Indo-Pacific
cooperation and peaceful settlement of maritime disputes.

Human Development and Climate Resilience:

Runa Khan’s work demonstrates the importance of integrating healthcare, education, livelihoods and climate
adaptation for communities exposed to geographical and environmental vulnerabilities.

Her model is relevant to UPSC themes such as inclusive development, last-mile delivery, disaster resilience,
social protection and climate adaptation.

Bangladesh's experience also provides a comparative perspective for India, particularly regarding riverine
populations, coastal vulnerability and climate-induced displacement.

Democracy and Human Rights:

Bo Kyi’s work highlights the role of civil society in documenting human-rights violations and protecting
vulnerable populations during political crises.

His work can be connected with UPSC themes concerning democratic institutions, civil liberties, human rights,
accountability and rule of law.

It also demonstrates that human-rights documentation can contribute to international accountability and
preservation of historical evidence.

India and the Ramon Magsaysay Award:

Recent Indian Recognition:

India has a significant presence in the history of the Ramon Magsaysay Award, with Indian individuals and
organisations being recognised for contributions to education, healthcare, social justice, journalism, community
development and public service.

Recent Indian recipients include Ravish Kumar in 2019, Ravi Kannan R. in 2023 and Foundation to Educate
Girls Globally in 2025.

Sonam Wangchuk and Bharat Vatwani were among the Indian recipients recognised in 2018, demonstrating the
award's continued focus on community-driven education and humanitarian service.

The Foundation to Educate Girls Globally, popularly known as Educate Girls, became the first Indian
organisation to receive the award in 2025, reflecting the growing recognition of institutional and community-based
approaches to social development.

Broader Significance:

Asian Leadership Model:
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The 2026 awards illustrate that effective Asian leadership is not confined to political office and can emerge through
diplomacy, humanitarian action, civil society and grassroots development.

The three awardees represent complementary dimensions of leadership: international cooperation through
Tommy Koh, inclusive development through Runa Khan and democratic resilience through Bo Kyi.

Their work reinforces the principle that sustainable development requires not only economic growth but also
human dignity, institutional accountability, social inclusion and peaceful cooperation.

Sustainable Development Goals Linkage:

The 2026 awardees' work corresponds with several Sustainable Development Goals, including Quality
Education, Reduced Inequalities, Good Health and Well-being, Climate Action, Peace, Justice and Strong
Institutions, and Partnerships for the Goals.

The Foundation itself maps awardees' contributions against relevant Sustainable Development Goals,
demonstrating the connection between individual leadership and broader global development objectives.

Conclusion:

The Ramon Magsaysay Awards 2026 highlight three distinct but interconnected pathways to social
transformation: international law and diplomacy, inclusive humanitarian development, and human-rights
advocacy.

The recognition of Tommy Koh, Runa Khan and Bo Kyi demonstrates the continuing importance of ethical
leadership in addressing complex challenges across Asia.

For India, the award has particular relevance to maritime governance, climate-resilient development, human
rights, democratic institutions and inclusive public service.

The award therefore remains an important example of how individual leadership and civil society action can
complement state institutions in advancing human development.
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