
WITH COMMUNITIES
COMMUNICATING

EXPERIENCES FROM ASIA - BANGLADESH - MYANMAR - PHILIPPINES

Recent mega disasters show that humanitarian actors are increasingly using 
communication tools - radio, mobile phones, social media and crisis-mapping 
- to access, communicate and disseminate information that may save lives or 
improve conditions for the most vulnerable.

Communication is a form of humanitarian assistance that is as important as water, 
food and shelter. Without access to information, disaster survivors cannot access 
the help they need, make informed decisions or be effective leaders in their own 
recovery. In the aftermath of a disaster, survival for the most vulnerable people 
depends on knowing the answers to questions such as: 

Where can I find safe drinking water, food or shelter? 

Where can I go for medical attention?

Where are my family and friends?

For more information: Stewart Davies - Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific - Email: davies1@un.org



Initiatives undertaken prior to cyclone 
Mahasen making landfall in May 2013, 
highlighted how communications - SMS 
- supported early warning enabling the 
evacuation of over 1 million people from 
risky areas

1M
39 public service announcements on 
radio and television, in three language 
dialects, helped communities prepare 
for and recover from cyclone Mahasen. 
Produced for the Department of Disaster 
Management by BBC Media Action
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Map Sources: UNCS, ESRI, Natural Earth.
The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply official 
endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations. Map created in Sep 2013.

BANGLADESH

156,595,000
population

29% 71%

Urban Rural

36,500,000
internet users

23%
internet penetration

5,800,000
active Facebook users

4%
Facebook penetration

110,675,000
active mobile subscriptions

71%
subscription penetration

TECHNOLOGY

ACHIEVEMENTS/IMPACT 

18

Library of 137 common messages, 
covering communication on risk-
reduction, preparedness and response, 
drafted and agreed by government,  
UN agencies and the INGO humanitarian 
community

137

The Government-led Cyclone 
Preparedness Programme is a 
successful initiative spearheaded by 
50,000 volunteers

50,000

TV series “Amrai Pari” (Together we 
can do it), broadcast on BTV in summer 
2014, reached 15.8 million people. It 
encouraged communities to work together 
to be better prepared for natural disasters

15.8M

89 key people from 40 organizations 
trained in Lifeline communications by 
BBC Media Action aimed at improving 
communications with affected people

89
77% of internet users (over 28 million 
people) in Bangladesh have online access 
via their mobile phone. There are 110 
million active mobile subscriptions

77%

Community radio stations Lokobetar and Krishi Radio collaborated to produce “Ghure 
Daray” (Get back on your feet), broadcast daily following the cyclone and totaling 228 
minutes of original content across a three week period. Listeners reported increasing 
their knowledge, taking action in response to the programmes and sharing and 
encouraging others to do the same

GHURE DARAY

4.6 million people in rural Bangladesh 
are now listening to these radio stations

4.6M
14 community radios are now on air in 
Bangladesh

14
Another 18 community radio stations will 
be on-air by December 2014

Sources: OCHA Bangladesh, BBC MA
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n53,259,000

population

34% 66%

Urban Rural

583,564
internet users

1%
internet penetration

1,240,000
active Facebook users

2%
Facebook penetration

5,440,000
active mobile subscriptions

10%
subscription penetration

The Ministry of Information, operating Myanmar Radio and TV (MRTV), has an emergency communications plan to provide information 
to affected people in a disaster or crisis. Outlets include 6 daily newspapers, 2 TV channels and 2 radio channels.

MRTV has received support and training 
from BBC Media Action on Lifeline 
programming and has taken part in the 
OCHA emergency simulation exercise.

Every Village Administrator has a 
megaphone to enable rapid message 
delivery in times of crisis.

The Myanmar Red Cross Society has a 
network of 300,000 volunteers, managed 
through its 330 local branches, spreading 
early warning and providing valuable 
disaster information. 

Information needs indicators were 
incorporated into displacement camp 
profiles. Agencies agreed that camp 
profiles will be translated and shared 
with camp residents.

Commitment was secured from the Editor 
of the monthly Rakhine State Government 
journal to provide a full page spread 
every month with articles and pictures 
about the response.

The online space in Myanmar is dominated by Facebook, with Twitter and other tools 
not attracting the same participation. Email, often referred to in Myanmar as “Gmail,” is 
used by many, but it is not unusual for Facebook to be used as the primary messaging 
tool. SMS is less popular due to challenges with hosting the Myanmar script – with 
people skipping to use Facebook on smartphones instead.

3G
By the end of 2015, most of Myanmar’s 
population will live within range of a 3G  
or better mobile network system.

Price of sim card from $1,500 a few years 
ago to now $1.5, a basic Chinese model 
smart phone - $35

Source: OCHA Myanmar
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Mobile operators SMART and Globe’s free 
services (SMS, calls, battery charging)
over the first three months after Typhoon 
Haiyan served over 500,000 affected 
communities.

Reached up to 2.7 million people across 
affected areas through the Philippine 
Information Agency as well as the 
mainstream and humanitarian media 
such as radio and print.

One communications technical working 
group established and continue to exist 
in armed-conflict affected areas in 
Zamboanga. Soon to be replicated in 
Cotabato.
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PHILIPPINES

98,394,000
population

49% 51%

Urban Rural

37,602,976
internet users

38%
internet penetration

34,000,000
active Facebook users

106,987,098
active mobile subscriptions

109%
subscription penetration

Solar/crank radios were distributed 
in Tacloban, Ormoc, Eastern Samar 
(including Guiuan and 11 other affected 
municipalities), Roxas and Cebu after 
Typhoon Haiyan.

Coordinated Technical Working Group in the Haiyan Response with 25 or more partners 
from various sectors such as the media, government agencies (Philippine Information 
Agency), UN agencies (UNHCR), INGOs, faith-based/religious groups, private sectors 
(Philippine Disaster Recovery Foundation), research institutions and civil society 
organizations.

11,400

14 comprehensive Philippine 
communications updates produced and 
disseminated to 100s of responders.

14

10,000 brochures on “No build zone/No 
dwelling zone” distributed to concerned 
village councils, responders and affected 
communities.

10,000
The Common Service Project (CSP) was 
first piloted for the Philippine Typhoon 
Haiyan response. It’s purpose was 
to maximize the “basket of tools” for 
community consultations, community 
feedback mechanism, referral pathways/
platforms and to act as an entry point to 
close the loop of information and feedback 
to the affected populations. It assisted 
agencies to prioritize issues and concerns 
being raised by communities.

The Rapid Information Communication 
and Accountability Assessment (RICAA) 
tool was developed by humanitarian 
partners during the Typhoon Haiyan 
response. It was designed as an 
integrated tool to ensure that the core 
principles of Communications with 
Communities (CwC) and Accountability 
to Affected Populations (AAP) questions 
were mainstreamed into cluster and 
agency assessments, monitoring and 
community consultations. 

RICAA

4,000,000
active Twitter users

Source: OCHA Philippines
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