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A Rwandan refugee boy in Goma, Zaire.
Photo: UNICEF/94-0172/Betty Press.
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PREFACE

In the mid 1990s, when I first began working in the field of
humanitarian journalism, I made a phone call to the BBC World
Service’s Africa service to ask if they would consider psycho-social
broadcasting for the Great Lakes region. This was immediately
following the Rwandan genocide. The response was swift and clear:
the BBC does not broadcast any programming which is not based
on the purest journalist traditions. “We would not even broadcast
information telling people to boil water during a cholera epidemic,
because they might need the wood for something else. This is not
our role,” they said.

Attitudes quickly changed. Today, the BBC runs the Great Lakes
Lifeline Service featuring human rights issues, tracing messages, and
even a health drama produced by the non-governmental organization
(NGO), Health Unlimited. The Voice of America broadcasts a
Conflict Resolution programme for local journalists in Angola. At
least half a dozen NGOs produce innovative media projects in
conflict and post-conflict areas, designed, for example, to promote
better health or peace-building.

The role of media in conflict and crisis areas – particularly broadcast
media – is changing. No longer satisfied to remain independent
outside observers, many media professionals are now developing
programmes which strive to be part of the solution.

It is an exciting and truly challenging field of endeavour. The
international community now accepts that journalists’ skills are
useful in emergency and post-conflict situations and may even be
used to benefit affected populations. The “us” versus “them”
relationship between media and aid professionals is evolving into a
greater understanding of the need for partnerships between all
players in the field of conflict and peace-building.



xii

LIFELINE MEDIA: REACHING POPULATIONS IN CRISIS

This guide originates from a conference held by Media Action
International (MAI – formerly the International Centre for
Humanitarian Reporting/Radio Partnership) in Cape Town, South
Africa, in December 1998. Entitled, Strengthening Lifeline Media
in Regions of Conflict, the workshop brought together media
professionals and experts in conflict resolution to examine how the
media could impact on peace-building in conflict situations. After
examining and debating numerous case studies, participants
concluded that a dynamic new field of research was emerging. But
how best to describe it – humanitarian information; human rights
reporting; peace journalism; conflict resolution media? “Lifeline
Media” is the term Media Action International has chosen to describe
media projects undertaken in conflict and post-conflict situations.

Lifeline Media: Reaching Populations in Crisis focuses on proactive
programmes as opposed to mainstream journalism – an important
distinction to make. Dozens of excellent books examine how
Western media cover conflict, and the impact this has on foreign
policy. However, this publication examines media projects
established to provide information to affected populations in conflict
situations, either during crisis or in the post-conflict period.

Every attempt has been made to be thorough. It has, of course,
been necessary to focus on those areas which I believe to be of critical
importance in the establishment of “lifeline media” projects, such
as needs assessments and editorial policy guidelines. I have included
case studies which illustrate some of the most innovative work being
done in conflict and crisis areas.

The guide has been divided into four sections. The first section,
Designing Programmes for Populations in Crisis, focuses on
setting up media programmes in conflict situations. Chapter I
provides a brief overview designed to acquaint media practitioners
with a few of the main theories related to conflict. The second chapter
emphasises the need to carry out preliminary research, especially
in-field needs assessments. Chapter III offers guidelines on how to
establish media projects in the field, with a focus on working with
local partners. The fourth chapter offers the advantages and
disadvantages of working with radio, television/video, or
information communication technologies.
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The second section, Humanitarian Information Programmes,
relates primarily to emergency projects. Chapter V examines editorial
issues, such as objectivity, and provides a short overview of
programme formats. The next chapter focuses on specialised
programmes in emergencies, including health, children, women,
promotion of humanitarian values, and tracing activities.

In the third section, Media Projects for Peace-Building, special
emphasis is placed on projects which have been designed with the
intent to help bring about an end to the conflict. Chapter VII
examines several of the challenges facing programmers such as how
to tackle perceptions (and misperceptions), or help bring about co-
operation. In the eighth chapter, the role of reporting and questions
of objectivity are examined. Chapter IX offers examples of innovative
media projects using radio and video.

Section Four, Measuring Impact, is designed to acquaint readers
with some of the ideas currently circulating about the difficult field
of impact evaluation. Chapter X emphasises the role of evaluation
as an on-going process of learning. Chapter XI offers suggestions
on how to establish indicators and Chapter XII presents the rapid
survey method of evaluation designed for use in rapidly changing
situations.

Lifeline Media: Strengthening Populations in Crisis was a team effort,
especially in so far as the research and experience gained to provide
the basis of this guide has evolved from four years of close
collaboration with my colleagues, Gordon Adam, Edward Girardet
and Moyra Rushby. As the core staff of Media Action International,
the four of us have explored where the skills of professional
journalists may be best utilised in crisis situations. From this work
emerged Operation Lifeline Media, a multi-year approach designed
to ensure that populations in crisis always have access to impartial
and well-produced humanitarian information in a manner which
enhances local media capacity. Gordon Adam greatly contributed
to the section on media and peace-building and I particularly
appreciate his input.

Researchers for this guide include Malcolm Green, Bronwyn Walker,
and Michelle Morgan, as well as Vladimir Bratic of Ohio University.
Their enthusiasm was infectious, and their keen interest most
appreciated. In particular I would like to note Mal Green’s handling
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of the sections on the use of the Internet, and extensive contributions
throughout the guide. Bronwyn’s research focused on tracing
activities, as well as tracking down the photographs. Michelle
researched international broadcasting activities and Vladimir helped
provide some of the theory behind media and peace-building. I am
grateful for their hard work.

Finally, I would like to thank the dozens of contributors to this
publication. Many of these writers are friends whom I have been
privileged enough to get to know over the past four years – often in
the field or at various conferences. The spirit of sharing information
and working in collaboration is still alive in this small professional
environment, and I sincerely hope that it remains so. Special thanks
to Hannes Siebert and Melissa Baumann of the South African Media
Peace Centre, who have always welcomed the MAI team to South
Africa with such hospitality. Search for Common Ground and
Common Ground Productions are, in my mind, leaders in the field
of media and peace-building and I greatly appreciate their sharing
of insights with us. Other thanks must go to the field staff of Media
Action International programmes, particularly our team in Pristina,
for their incredible dedication and hard work. The lessons we have
learned and are now sharing are the fruit of their labour, innovation
and commitment.

I dedicate this guide to my own children, Elisa and Alexander, in
the hope that they may never know the tragedy of war first-hand.

Loretta Hieber

Geneva, February 15, 2001
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A refugee at the border between South Africa and Mozambique.
Photo: Paul Smith/Panos Pictures; MOZ:260
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Media as a Weapon
of War or a Tool of Peace

Introduction

Throughout the course of the 20th century, the media have been
crucial players in crisis situations, often disseminating hate-
propaganda and war mongering, but, increasingly, promoting
humanitarian and peace-building objectives. From the early days of
radio, when Nazi propaganda flooded the airwaves, to the more
recent use of the Internet by Serbian opposition radio, the media
provide a vehicle used every day around the world, as either a
weapon of war or a tool of peace.

The examples of media manipulation in this century are numerous.
They merit attention, for in these roots may be found the model for
the development of media as a catalyst for positive change. The most
widely cited deployment of media, particularly radio, is propaganda
broadcast in World World II.

During the Cold War period, the media was increasingly engaged
by Western and Soviet bloc nations as a means of stirring up anti-
and pro-communist sentiment. In the 1960s, radio in particular was
introduced as a method of fighting colonial rule in Africa and other
parts of the developing world.

Media as a weapon of war is especially noteworthy in the conflict
that dominated the 1990s in the former Yugoslavia. Radio, in
combination with television, was manipulated to provoke ethnic
and nationalist sentiments and to win support of certain parties,
particularly in Serbia and Croatia. To evoke the effect of Serbian
state television on the Serb population, the British historian,
Noel Malcolm, has suggested that one should imagine the Ku Klux
Klan taking over all the main American television networks for a
decade.
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Perhaps the symbol of “hate” radio in the twentieth century is the
dissemination of incitement to murder Tutsis and other opponents
of the Habyarimana regime in Rwanda in the 1990s by Radio
Télévision Libre des Milles Collines (RTLM). Although its impact
is difficult to quantify, RTLM has been widely recognised as
contributing significantly to the 1994 genocide, in which 800,000
men, women and children were massacred.

Despite the clear potency of broadcasts such as those produced by
Nazi, Serb or Hutu propagandists, it is still difficult to establish a
direct cause and effect link between the intent of the propagandists
and the reactions of the target audience. To date, there are no clear
tools to define the impact of such media and to measure it. Even so,
in all of the above cases, it is widely accepted that these media
interventions intensified the conflict or at least increased support
for it.

In the above examples, the media was used specifically to polarise
opponents, whip up war fever, establish partisanship and disseminate
war propaganda. But there are very few examples of the media being
used to contravene these actions. For example, little media attention
was focused in World War II on bringing opponents together or on
disseminating “peace propaganda” – to do so would probably have
been considered treason.

In the past decade, however, there has been a movement to exploit
the best aspects of media in order to promote peace and stability in
conflict-ridden areas. One of the first examples of a media
intervention in a humanitarian crisis relates to the Rwandan genocide.
In 1994, a group of European journalists, dismayed about the
presumed impact of Radio Mille Collines’ hate messages, took steps
to ensure that the Rwandan population fleeing into neighbouring
countries had immediate access to unbiased information. The
resulting effort, Radio Agataysha, heralded a new era in humanitarian
information programming.

During the Kosovo crisis the international community began to
fully appreciate the concept of information as an essential component
of relief operations. The result of Serb aggression combined with
NATO’s air campaign was the largest mass refugee movement in

The media hasThe media hasThe media hasThe media hasThe media has
been exploitedbeen exploitedbeen exploitedbeen exploitedbeen exploited
to promote peaceto promote peaceto promote peaceto promote peaceto promote peace
and stabilityand stabilityand stabilityand stabilityand stability
in conflictsin conflictsin conflictsin conflictsin conflicts
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Europe since World War II. The international community was ill-
prepared to handle such an exodus. As the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and other international relief
organizations scrambled to provide emergency shelter, health care
and food distribution, little thought was given to communicating
with the hundreds of thousands of displaced people. Yet information
was particularly vital for this literate, educated refugee population.
Without adequate knowledge about the international relief effort
underway in Albania and Macedonia, there was little opportunity
for the refugees to make considered decisions about their futures.

Humanitarian assistance traditionally centres on five principal areas
of action: food distribution, health, shelter, security, water and
sanitation. Communication activities most often consist of providing
information to Western journalists about the activities of individual
agencies, frequently in a bid to build profile and attract financial
support. Whether affected populations actually receive vital
information is rarely considered.

At the Sarshahi displaced persons camp in Jalalabad, Afghanistan.
Photo: UNHCR/J. Fakhouri/11.1994
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As a result, the information needs of refugees or otherwise
affected populations are not properly met. International news
broadcasts do not provide adequate humanitarian information.
Instead, programming must be locally-based, with a focus on
gathering information to enable listeners to make decisions and to
assume a more active role in the relief effort.

One of the reasons media are now being harnessed as potentially
positive forces in conflict is because the traditional role of media
and information is changing. The technological revolution of the
20th century, bringing with it the Internet and satellite
communications, has eliminated distances. News of atrocities
committed on one side of the world may be “beamed” almost
instantaneously to the other side, often resulting in a demand for
action. Concerned citizens, sensitised to human rights issues,
are seeking innovative ways to influence behaviour to conform to
the tenets of internationally recognised standards, such as the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights or the Convention on the
Rights of the Child.

Therefore, the question is no longer, “Can media play a role?” but
rather, “What is the best approach for media to take in promoting
humanitarianism, peace, tolerance, human rights and democracy?”

There is little doubt that tremendous potential exists to develop
media projects as effective tools for education and the building of
democracies. But, while many populations enjoy increasing access
to media, this doesn’t mean they are information-rich. The content
of programmes is often poor. While the quantity of information
may increase, quality is likely to lag behind.

A distinction should be made between humanitarian and peace-
building information:

● Humanitarian programming focuses on providing affected
populations with vital information such as health, security, land-
mines awareness or basic logistical data on a relief effort.
Humanitarian information is a relief tool and aims to improve
the well-being of populations in crises.



5

MEDIA AS A WEAPON OF WAR OR A TOOL OF PEACE: INTRODUCTION

● Peace-building programming is designed to provide a vehicle
for the peaceful resolution of conflict. Its objective is to bring
about an end to hostilities and create an atmosphere conducive
to reconciliation and reconstruction.

The decision to include both emergency/humanitarian and peace-
building media projects in a single publication reflects the belief
that clear delineations between pre-conflict, conflict and post-conflict
environments may be artificial. In addition, Media Action
International’s experience, particularly in the Balkans, suggests that
by providing accurate information in the crisis phase, media-based
organizations gain credibility which may be essential for working
with local media in post-conflict situations.

More importantly, the techniques used for the development of
field-based programmes are the same during a humanitarian crisis
or post-conflict situation. The approach favoured here consists of a
participatory model, borrowing many of the proven methodologies
of development communications.

Although this research is still very much in its infancy, there are
indications that certain approaches are more likely to result in
positive audience response. Combining traditional journalism with
aspects of development communications is the methodology
recommended throughout this guide.

In practice, this means programmes in crisis situations are journalistic
in that they emphasise an impartial and fair approach to content,
ensure accuracy of information (and therefore credibility), and
maintain listener interest with an entertaining format. Information
that is distorted or plainly inaccurate can have devastating effects
on populations in crisis situations.

Development communication calls for careful research “to know
the audience”. This means tailoring content to meet the expressed
interests and needs of the target audience, pre-testing programme
pilots, and monitoring audience reaction to the programmes.
Programmes are adjusted following evaluation. It is through the
use of development communication techniques that programmes in
crisis situations can effectively respond to the needs of the target
audience.

Distorted orDistorted orDistorted orDistorted orDistorted or
inaccurateinaccurateinaccurateinaccurateinaccurate
information caninformation caninformation caninformation caninformation can
have devastatinghave devastatinghave devastatinghave devastatinghave devastating
effects in crisiseffects in crisiseffects in crisiseffects in crisiseffects in crisis
situationssituationssituationssituationssituations
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Return of Rwandan refugees from Tanzania.
Photo: UNHCR/26122/12.1996/H. J. Davies
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Section One:
Designing Programmes for
Populations in Crisis

The most urgent information requirements of an affected population
are likely to change in different phases of any crisis. During the
acute phase, emphasis will  be placed on ensuring local populations
are provided with information that helps them withstand the effects
of the conflict. This would be humanitarian information, with less
emphasis perhaps on peace-building programming. It may even be
important to minimise overt peace-building activities due to the risk
of alienating an audience in the midst of an emergency. When a
post-conflict situation has emerged, even if the peace is tenuous,
more diversified programming may begin.

These are very broad rules and unlikely to fit neatly into any
particular case study. A general understanding of conflict situations
is beneficial before establishing media programmes in the field, in
order to avoid the pitfall of developing inappropriate or ill-conceived
interventions.
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Caption
Photo: ICRC
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The face of conflict is changing. Traditional wars where one country
opposes another, such as the Iran/Iraq war or, more recently,
Ethiopia/Eritrea, are increasingly rare. Of the 27 conflicts worldwide
at the end of the twentieth century, 25 were considered civil wars.

Since the end of the Cold War, 20 new civil wars have erupted. Each
of these conflicts has distinct characteristics.  Increasingly, civil wars
may have multiple actors, and a number of different warring
factions – Somalia counted 12 such factions in 1991. At least
10 different parties are involved in Liberia’s civil war.1  This means
that media projects which aim to reach all sides of a population
involved in conflict will have to feature programming which is
multi-dimensional and inclusive in its approach. Programmes may
need to be in several languages or operate out of different locations
to gain legitimacy with the entire target population.

Making a distinction between inter-state and intra-state conflicts
may be less relevant for humanitarian information programmes than
for peace-building initiatives. Humanitarian information
programmes are concerned with ensuring all sides diversely affected
by the conflict receive adequate and appropriate information.
Peace-building programmes are designed to help change attitudes,
particularly at a community level. If attitudes between ethnic groups,
for example, are part of the problem, then they must be part of the
solution. Media can help provide the tools for clashing segments of
a population to reach non-violent solutions to their problems.
This is more likely to occur between groups within a single
community or country, than between two opposing governments.

The key to a successful media intervention includes a thorough
understanding of the complexities of the situation. There may be
immediate factors that trigger a conflict but there are deeper causes
such as territorial demands, socio-economic inequality, economic

Chapter I:
Understanding conflict and
post-conflict scenarios
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interests, the defense of political ideologies, burgeoning nationalism,
the struggles of ethnic minorities, racism, and arms proliferation.2

One theory maintains that conflict may be understood as emanating
from two persistent struggles. The first concerns identity –
the mobilisation of people in identity groups based on race, religion,
culture, language and so on. The second concerns distribution –
the means of sharing economic, social and political resources within
a society.3  When the two combine, deep-seated conflict is a likely
result.

Identity conflicts may entail widespread citizen involvement.
In Tajikistan, for example, entire communes are involved in fighting.
Correspondingly, victims are also likely to be common citizens.
A second characteristic may be the extreme polarisation of the
population, whether over religious issues as in Sudan, or ethno-
regional divisions as in Burundi.4

A particular facet of identity-driven conflict is that it may be
emotionally charged. Such conflicts include Northern Ireland,
Chechnya, and East Timor, where the conflict centres on the identity
of ethnic groups, and their positions in society. Unfortunately,
identity issues are often exploited for financial gain and

Afghan refugees in Sakhi Camp near Mazar-I-Sharif.
Photo: UNHCR/25030/05.1995/A. Hollmann
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war-profiteering. In addition, these conflicts lead to spillage beyond
borders, and the development of regional allies and international
sponsors. By tackling some of the intractable issues which divide
communities within a state, the media may potentially help play a
role in defusing some of the underlying tension.

Other research indicates that conflict may be essentially driven by
economic factors. For example, Paul Collier argues that conflicts
are more likely to be caused by economic opportunities than by
any political grievance. He believes that economic agendas are central
to understanding why civil wars begin.5  The opportunity for the
media to impact on  communities’ attitudes toward each other may
be limited if the cause of the conflict is economic gain.
Nevertheless, the media can certainly raise questions about who is
profiting from the conflict, eventually generating public support
for an end to hostilities.

As the face of conflict has changed, so our understanding of conflicts
has evolved.  Although 85% of civil wars officially end through
unconditional surrender, the reality on the ground is often far
different.6  Most commentators agree that wars do not just end when
one side wins. Underlying hostilities extend deep into the post-
conflict stage. “Peace” is not attained simply through treaty
signatures of the political elite. The broader population must embrace
it in order to avoid renewed outbreaks of violence. The media has a
role to play in addressing these tensions.

For media programmes to be effective, it is preferable that they be
implemented prior to, during, and after conflicts.

To date, the international community has often focused on
intervening in the early stages of post-conflict reconstruction by
assisting the development of media as part of the rehabilitation
process.7  Providing assistance to local media or establishing
pro-active programmes prior to or during the conflict, has received
less support. This is unfortunate as conflict is often of a cyclical
nature: the post-conflict stage may need as much emphasis on conflict
prevention activities as a pre-conflict environment.

Identifying the onset of any crisis is a challenging task. Most conflicts
begin far before the first signs of fighting, and may be related to
decades or even centuries of accumulated aggression.  Natural disasters

The media canThe media canThe media canThe media canThe media can
raise questionsraise questionsraise questionsraise questionsraise questions
about who isabout who isabout who isabout who isabout who is
profiting fromprofiting fromprofiting fromprofiting fromprofiting from
the conflictthe conflictthe conflictthe conflictthe conflict
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are often rapid onset crises, but in many places where an information
programme may be required, it is likely to be because the
infrastructure of the country is poorly developed,
often because of conflict. One example is Mozambique, which found
itself grappling with the after-effects of massive floods in a tenuous
post-conflict situation.

The following chart provides a simple diagram which characterises
the various stages of conflict and potential pro-active media
programming responses. It is not intended to be all-inclusive, but
rather offers some ideas for programming possibilities.

Mozambican refugees at the Kamphata Reception Center.
Photo: UNHCR/May 1988/A. Hollmann
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Pre-Conflict During Conflict Post-Conflict

IdentificationIdentificationIdentificationIdentificationIdentification Indirect communication Heightened tension, including Repatriation of refugees
signssignssignssignssigns between adversaries or fighting

issuing of threats

Increased human rights Displacement of population Implementation of peace settlement
violations

Promotion of stereotypes as Perceptions of others as non- Potential presence of peace-keeping
the “other” including us-as- human, psychopaths, etc. to forces
good and them-as-evil justify violence

Channels of communication Demands for justice (war crimes
broken down tribunals underway)

Reconstruction

Objectives ofObjectives ofObjectives ofObjectives ofObjectives of Help prevent outbreak of Help mitigate the effects of the Promote the establishment of a civil
Pro-ActivePro-ActivePro-ActivePro-ActivePro-Active violence by providing an conflict on the population by society by developing programming
MediaMediaMediaMediaMedia information vehicle for ensuring they have access to which educates population on
ProgrammesProgrammesProgrammesProgrammesProgrammes groups in dispute credible and impartial post-war issues

humanitarian information

Develop programming which Produce programming which Render participation of individuals
frames the crisis in a manner alerts population to role of in society in a positive light
which encourages a peaceful international relief
resolution of the conflict community

Provide accountability for Provide vehicle for discussion Re-open channels of communication
human rights abuses on ways of resolving conflict between parties

Promote confidence building Focus on health and security Cover issues of repatriation where
between parties and issues returnees are part of ethnic majority
identify common ground or minority, and build a culture of

acceptance. Tackle friction between
those who stayed and those who
returned

Foster justice and reconciliation by
focusing on war crimes coverage

Restore faith in news media

ExamplesExamplesExamplesExamplesExamples Search for Common Ground: Project SPEAR: Albania, Radio Agatashya (Hirondelle
Macedonia Macedonia and Kosovo (MAI) Foundation)

Operation Lifeline Media: Talking Drum Studio: Liberia
Mozambique (MAI)
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Displaced persons at Sharshahi Camp in Jalalabad, Afghanistan.
Photo: UNHCR/J. Fakhouri/11.1994
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Chapter II:
Needs assessments and project planning

Needs assessments are a crucial component in the establishment of
media projects. Too many media initiatives fail because they lack a
thorough knowledge of the local situation and culture.

An audience’s perception of a crisis can in some situations be even
more important than the actual facts at hand. This is particularly
true for peace-building programmes which aim to help combat
misperceptions and negative attitudes.

Therefore, the aim of the needs assessment should be to gain a precise
picture of the situation. It is essential that it contain careful research.
In addition, it is important that the needs assessment is carried out
by trusted colleagues, either international and local, as this work
will form the basis for the entire operation.

No matter how rapid the onset of an emergency, a feasibility study
is crucial, especially for determining the attitudes of the affected
population, which must be taken into account before programming
begins.

A needs assessment should aim to:
● be carried out methodically and quickly;

● provide enough information to determine whether
a humanitarian information programme is needed;

● present a simple demographic profile of the potential
audience;

● identify local resources;

● identify necessary technical input;

● produce recommendations for further action.
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In the field of information, there are no recognised and agreed
standards against which needs can be measured. The number of
radios per household considered adequate will vary widely,
depending on factors such as whether the affected population listens
in groups or individually. How literate is the population? Are there
other sources of information?

It is safe to say, however, that if a significant proportion of
the population claims not to have access to adequate humanitarian
information (for example, more than 30%), then there is
likely to be a need for programming. In Kosovo, immediately
following the cease-fire in July 1999, one needs assessment showed
that 70% of those polled felt they were not being told what the
international relief effort was doing.1  Even without recognisable
standards of measurement, it was clear that a mass information
programme would be necessary.

Gauging local attitudes and practices are vital for effective
programming and therefore needs assessment must be considered
an integral part of the overall programme strategy. This approach
may run counter to the long-standing practice of donors to have
separate assessment, project and evaluation teams.

The following development communications model illustrates the
role of needs assessment in the overall project development process.

1. Learn everything possible about the emergency or crisis.
2. Research and analyse lifestyle and communication

preferences of the target audience.
3. Assess audience needs and attitudes towards the crisis.
4. Assess needs of host authorities and humanitarian agencies.
5. Develop specific measurable goals.
6. Select appropriate media.
7. Agree on strategy.
8. Develop programming style and format.
9. Pre-test.
10. Modify programming and proceed with transmission.
11. Monitor exposure.
12. Collect impact data.
13. Feedback into programme and modify as necessary.2
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As the emergency develops, more assessments may be needed. This
is to ensure that material gathered during the initial assessment
remains valid. It is especially important that the target audience is
regularly involved in the development of the programming. This
may be achieved through playing programmes to focus groups and
monitoring their reactions, then adapting material accordingly.

One of greatest challenges facing humanitarian information
programmes concerns timing. When a life-threatening event occurs,
and a population suddenly finds itself at great risk, there is a
temptation to jump in and “do something” immediately to ensure
that the population receives adequate information. For example,
plans to equip emergency relief teams with portable transmitters
“to get on air” as soon as they arrive have been suggested,
but fortunately have not taken root. The rationale for such proposals
is that it is better to get any information to the population than to
remain silent.

While this may be partially understandable, appropriate authorities
and relief agencies need to ensure that the correct messages
reach the right audience at an appropriate time. It cannot be
over-emphasised that without adequate research and data collection,
information programmes are likely to miss their intended goals and
objectives. Therefore, even when time is short, a rudimentary needs
assessment should be carried out among the affected population
before programming begins.

An exception to this rule may be to broadcast immediate life-saving
information, for example, alerting a mobile population not to enter
minefields, or how to access humanitarian assistance programmes.
News and current affairs programmes which give vital information
can also begin more or less immediately provided the material is
properly sourced. Once the assessment is completed, this data may
then be used to expand programming and develop it in a manner
that is culturally and ethnically in tune with the target audience.

InformationInformationInformationInformationInformation
programmes mayprogrammes mayprogrammes mayprogrammes mayprogrammes may
miss their goalsmiss their goalsmiss their goalsmiss their goalsmiss their goals
if their researchif their researchif their researchif their researchif their research
and data collectionand data collectionand data collectionand data collectionand data collection
is inadequateis inadequateis inadequateis inadequateis inadequate



18

LIFELINE MEDIA: REACHING POPULATIONS IN CRISIS

1. Criteria for action

It is questionable whether the international community should seek
to establish media projects in countries where there are adequate
professionals on the ground, particularly if, by doing so, the capacity
of local journalists is undermined. But this consideration must be
weighed against the possibility that local media may not be able to
meet the information needs of the affected population, and that
external assistance may be required.

Needs assessments should be carried out in the very early stages of
the crisis, particularly in the case of rapid onset disasters. But before
sending an assessment team into the field, the following criteria
should be reviewed.

a) Scope of crisis

How many people have been displaced or adversely affected by the
crisis? Humanitarian information projects, as described in this guide,
refer to mass media programming which is primarily needed when
a significant proportion of a region’s population is at risk. For
example, the earthquakes which struck Turkey in 1999  left an
estimated 600,000 people homeless. The majority of these, according
to many news reports, did not receive adequate information on
emergency shelter, medical assistance, temporary lodging, or other
relief. It is not always possible to know in advance if a crisis, which
may appear to be limited in the beginning, will indeed escalate into
a large-scale disaster, so continuous monitoring of crisis zones is
necessary.

b) Media environment

Do normal channels of information appear inadequate or disrupted?
Have local journalists been imprisoned or have they fled? Is relevant
information reaching affected populations? It may not always be
easy to determine this without a needs assessment but there are likely
to be indicators to watch out for. For example, in the case of Kosovo,
it was widely known that NATO warplanes had destroyed the main
radio transmitters in the province during the military campaign. It
was also known that most Albanian language journalists in Kosovo

Any crisis mayAny crisis mayAny crisis mayAny crisis mayAny crisis may
escalate so it mustescalate so it mustescalate so it mustescalate so it mustescalate so it must
be monitoredbe monitoredbe monitoredbe monitoredbe monitored
continuouslycontinuouslycontinuouslycontinuouslycontinuously
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had been forbidden to work in their professions for the decade
leading up to the war. Therefore, there was a likelihood that good-
quality local information was not reaching the population.

In situations where there have been massive population movements,
local media may no longer reach those affected, particularly if
refugees are moving into areas where a different language is spoken.
A thorough needs assessment would determine this.

c) Gauging attitude of host authorities

Are host authorities amenable to outside intervention? (If not,
partnerships with international broadcasters are an alternative.) Host
authorities may include national and local governments, or even
guerrilla leaders if the programme takes place in a zone controlled
by non-governmental forces. The availability of visas is already a
good indication of whether the local government is open to outside
intervention. Talking to other relief players may help confirm
whether access to the local population is possible.

Arrival of tribal chiefs to identify eligible voters amongst Saharan refugees, Algeria.
Photo: UNHCR/28048/03.1998/A. Hollmann
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States where the media are strictly controlled may be open to the
possibility of humanitarian information programmes, provided they
stay within the framework of the existing broadcasting or media
system. One example concerns Chechens displaced in Ingushetia.
Because this is considered to be an internal conflict, any humanitarian
information programming may have to be sanctioned by Russian
authorities. This may raise ethical questions which producers must
be prepared to confront, particularly over issues of editorial
independence.

d) Estimating lasting repercussions of crisis

Are the repercussions of the crisis ongoing? A one-off crisis which
has no lasting impact is not likely to require a mass media
humanitarian information programme. This might include a single
terrorist attack or occasional guerrilla activities as is often the case
in Latin American conflicts. There, humanitarian programming is
likely to be less appropriate than peace-building projects. This, of
course, will depend very much on the particular conflict.

2. Initial research: understanding the crisis

An outsider’s perceptions of a crisis may differ drastically from how
it is perceived by the local population. These “realities” will be
further defined during the field assessment. It is essential that the
research team prepare for the needs assessment by grasping the issues
at stake for the local population, if possible prior to leaving for the
field.

While the Internet has made it easier to acquire instantaneous data
on virtually any country in the world, a note of caution must be
sounded. Some “emergency websites” which provide information
on countries hit by conflict or natural disaster are maintained by
partisan groups that have a vested interest in how the international
community responds to the crisis.
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Researching hostile environments
by John Owen Davies

Anywhere with a potential security and safety
threat can be described as a hostile environment.
A war zone is the most obvious one but there are
other environments that can fall into the hostile
bracket. These include areas with harsh climatic
conditions, terrorist activity, extreme poverty,
natural or human-made disasters and inhospitable
terrain.

Gone are the days when aid workers, bursting with
good intentions, can expect to enter such areas
with impunity. An increased number of deaths and
injuries among their number has put an end to
that. Still, it is evident that many of them go into
the field with little knowledge of what is to come.
Without having access to the widest possible
information ranging from the general situation to
important factors such as health risks, people
operating in hot spots can be working within a
dangerous vacuum. Most of the necessary
information is available on the Internet.

The UN’s ReliefWeb (www.reliefweb.int) and the
Reuter Foundation’s AlertNet (www.alertnet.org)
are among the most widely used Internet sites for
disaster relief. Both offer a wide range of material,
including country reports and on-the-spot
assessments, but neither are one-stop shops with
everything that is needed. AlertNet caters mainly
for the voluntary humanitarian agencies and
ReliefWeb for the United Nations.

Solid country reports can also be seen on the
Economist Intelligence Unit’s site (www.eiu.com)
and on the US Central Intelligence Agency’s
www.odci .gov/c ia/publ icat ions/factbook/
index.html, the former by subscription. Real World
Rescue (www.realworldrescue.com) is a major
source of information on danger areas, including

the latest news and tips on how to survive attacks
(e.g. “become aware of security threats – before
you ever set foot out of your home, learn if the
country is amenable to your visit”). Basic and
simple up-to-date news sources, such as AlertNet,
CNN (www.cnn.com) and the BBC World Service
(www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice) are vital tools.

Many individual countries have their own sites,
often accessed by using the country name and
dotcom (e.g. www.nigeria.com for Nigeria). Major
countries often provide detailed official
information, including visa restrictions, security
alerts and health problems. One of these is the
British Foreign and Commonwealth Office
(www.fco.gov.uk).

Health is an important topic on its own. Some of
the most comprehensive international sites are run
by the World Health Organization (www.who.ch)
and the US Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (www.cdc.gov). The International
Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent
Societies (www.ifrc.org) and the International
Committee of the Red Cross (www.icrc.org) offer
a wealth of material pertinent to disaster relief and
related topics, including individual sites from
national Red Cross and Red Crescent societies in
some 180 countries. The World Bank’s Post-
Conflict Reconstruction Unit offers a sampling of
research on conflict and an update on their
numerous activities in post-conflict areas
(www.worldbank.org/postconflict). Another
interesting page is the US-based CBS News-
Disaster Links (www.disasterlinks.net). Although
US-centric, it has more than 300 sites covering
relief agencies and organizations to satellite
imagery, severe weather, earthquakes, El Niño and
tornadoes.

John Owen-Davies is the former Editor of Reuter’John Owen-Davies is the former Editor of Reuter’John Owen-Davies is the former Editor of Reuter’John Owen-Davies is the former Editor of Reuter’John Owen-Davies is the former Editor of Reuter’s AlertNets AlertNets AlertNets AlertNets AlertNet
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3. Quantitative and qualitative field research

Field researchers will normally use two different approaches to
collecting data in the field: quantitative and qualitative. Both are
useful in ensuring that adequate information is collated. The
quantitative method simply means “measuring numbers” or
“measuring your audience”. The qualitative method explores “what
people say”, “what people think” or “what people need”.3

One hazard to avoid while interviewing local populations is
incorrectly translated questionnaires. It is also essential that local
assessors approach the target audience with respect and
consideration. To ensure this, an experienced evaluation expert
should be involved in training the locally-hired staff who will be
expected to carry out the survey. If there are local companies
specialised in audience research, it may often be preferable to engage
their services rather than relying on outside expertise.

It is also important to weigh cultural considerations in assessments.
For example, in certain cultures, it may be considered impolite to
answer in the negative, so “yes/no” questions should be avoided.
Open-ended questionnaires, however, may prove too time-
consuming to process in a rapid manner.

Focus groups form the basis of the qualitative approach to
information gathering. Focus groups rely on “interaction within a
group based on topics that are supplied by the researcher”.4 These
may prove particularly worthwhile in an emergency situation where
accurate demographic data on populations is hard to come by or
even superfluous for the development of the programme.

Focus groups provide participants with the opportunity to be
involved in the programme-making process and to work
collaboratively with researchers. The experience can be both
empowering and enlightening for those attempting to design a
project which responds to the needs of the audience.

There are pitfalls with focus groups, however. The methodology
can be intimidating, or support the views of dominant members
over inarticulate or shy individuals. Great care must be taken in the
recruitment of participants. Recruitment should be sensitive to local

Focus groups areFocus groups areFocus groups areFocus groups areFocus groups are
the basis of thethe basis of thethe basis of thethe basis of thethe basis of the
qualitativequalitativequalitativequalitativequalitative
approach toapproach toapproach toapproach toapproach to
informationinformationinformationinformationinformation
gatheringgatheringgatheringgatheringgathering
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conditions lest those who are usually voiceless within a community
remain so during the discussion.

Ensuring local power relationships are overcome during focus group
discussions is particularly important when designing programming
for marginalised segments of the populations. This includes women
and children, who are often most in need of information in a crisis.

a) Determining a population’s access to information
and attitude to conflict

It is only possible to determine whether a population is receiving
adequate information through normal media channels by
interviewing the target audience directly. In refugee crises, it is not
only refugees who are affected by their displacement. Often, host
populations may also urgently need information about the changes
occurring in their societies due to the crisis. It will be necessary to
include both groups in the interview process.

The assessment should seek responses to the questions in the box
below.

/.../.../.../.../...

What information does the affected population feel it is
currently lacking? This can be presented as an open-ended
question or as several different options. Using multiple options,
however, may prove less effective in prioritising information
needs. Focus groups may be a preferred method.

How does the affected population perceive the crisis? The
attitudes of the local community, refugee group or any other
intended audience towards the crisis may not be readily
ascertainable. But clarifying how the affected population
understands the crisis will help determine how to approach
programme content. For example, a population which
understands a natural disaster to be “God’s will” may be less
willing to consider taking action to mitigate the effects of a future
disaster. Mixed perceptions concerning the conflict’s causes and
the best approach for resolving the dispute are likely to be found.
Very careful analysis of perceptions is vital, particularly for peace-
building programmes.
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Are there local media practitioners capable of delivering
messages? An assessment of the media situation on the ground is
vital, so time must be allotted to visit radio and television stations,
or newspapers, to speak to editors about their ability and
willingness to provide humanitarian information. Important
considerations include the technical reach of national or local
broadcasters, and whether staff are adequately trained to provide
accurate humanitarian information to the population.

Do local media professionals need support from specialised
international practitioners? Weighing the ability of local media
to provide adequate humanitarian information against the need
of the affected population for independent and credible
programming will be an important step in developing a response.
It is crucial to be sensitive to local media’s role. This means
envisaging how they may be supported, before developing an
intervention which could circumvent their position in their
communities, such as setting up an expensive new radio station.
Bringing experienced trainers to work with already-existing local
stations may be a better solution.

What is the attitude of local authorities towards the
dissemination of humanitarian information? Preliminary
interviews with appropriate authorities should indicate whether
they will support an independent media project. Emphasising
that humanitarian information is an essential part of the
international response to the crisis, and is not designed to detract
from national or local media capacity, may help overcome
authorities’ resistance to programming.
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b) Determining a relief operation’s communication
needs

A humanitarian information programme is designed to be a
communications vehicle through which the relief community can
interact with the affected population and the population can express
its reaction to the crisis. To that end, an initial assessment should
include what information is likely to be crucial for the well-being
of the affected population and an indication of what other means of
dissemination will be used (e.g. one-on-one contact, community
outreach services, poster campaigns).

To determine the communication needs of the relief effort,
researchers should aim to interview officials in charge of various
sectors of the operation. It is important to get a broad range of
views representing international and NGO interests. At the same
time, it is crucial to gain a thorough understanding of the
communication needs of national and local relief authorities. The
following box provides examples of the information to be gleaned
during the interview process.

In the Kimbumba Camp, near Goma, Rwandan refugees line up to receive water.
Photo: UNICEF/94-0168/Betty Press.
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What is the attitude of the international relief community
towards the dissemination of humanitarian information?
Gauge the attitudes of relief agencies in the field, rather than
accepting “official” attitudes stated at headquarters level. Security
considerations may be cited as a reason for minimising
communication between humanitarian agencies and the affected
population. The assessment should determine the likelihood of
relief agency support for a humanitarian information programme
and how best to co-ordinate information flows.

Who are the key players in the international and national relief
communities? Identifying potential partners in the assessment
stage can help provide important logistic support during the
operations component of the programme. It is vital to seek support
from the main agencies coordinating emergency operations (e.g.
World Health Organization for health, or military peacekeepers
for security).

Are there conflicting international and/or local relief agendas?
Determine whether there are likely to be conflicting approaches
to handling the crisis, which may lead to confused or contradictory
messages being directed to the affected population. This
information may have significance for further development of
the project.

c) Determining a population’s material access to
information

Information broadcast for a population which has no means
of receiving it clearly makes little sense. Since the mid-1990s,
donors have increasingly provided for the distribution of radios,
particularly wind-up models, for affected populations.
But distribution of radios can be problematic. For example,
when Liberian refugees in the Ivory Coast and Guinea received
radios, it simply helped them listen to the sole partisan radio station
in the region.5
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Assessing information needs in Kosovo
by Jonathan Walter

“Now I feel nothing”, muttered Agim Byci, “I am
talking as a robot. Every minute I am waiting for a
paramilitary soldier to come to my house. I was
waiting for bullets and bombs for three months.
I don’t know exactly if I am in freedom or not.”

Byci is editor of Radio Gjakova, in western Kosovo,
and chairman of the town’s cultural union. We met
him while conducting an information needs and
capacities assessment for Media Action
International  in the province in July 1999, just
weeks after the NATO bombing campaign had
halted.

Over a thousand men, women and children were
killed in Djakova alone, claimed Byci, some in front
of his eyes. He showed us the photos of 20 women
and children murdered, he said, on 26 March 1999
by Serb paramilitaries and tossed into a mass
grave. One five-year old boy played dead and was
being guarded as a witness to war crimes.

Our approach to the assessment was both
quantitative and qualitative. Four hundred men and
women of all ages, mainly ethnical Albanian but
some Serb, answered questionnaires aimed at
establishing their current information sources, the
type of information they received, whether they
trusted it, and what kind of information they
needed. In the same five towns (Prishtina, Peja,
Gjakova, Prizren, Mitrovica) we chaired a further
11 focus groups of same-sex or similar age-group
participants. Discussions were less directed, and
people spoke spontaneously about what was on
their minds and what they would most like to hear
on a humanitarian radio programme.

We had expected material concerns to
predominate – reconstruction, food, health care.

But our preconceptions were not on target. While
rebuilding homes remained a high priority, with
winter just months away, the key information need
to emerge was news on missing family members
and on those young men taken prisoner in
Serbia – numbering 1,400 by some estimates.

A second key issue was that of civil administration
and law and order. The euphoria felt at NATO’s
“victory” in “liberated” Prishtina hadn’t filtered out
far from the capital. People in the ravaged town of
Peja were confused at which way to turn. “Nobody
tells us anything,” said one 47 year-old resident.
While international KFOR troops thundered around
Peja in armoured personnel carriers, bristling like
porcupines with weapons and missiles, it felt like
the war hadn’t finished. Some survivors were
angry: NATO is doing nothing to return the town
to normal, they accused. Landmines still littered
wrecked homes. Dead bodies lay unclaimed and
unburied. Rubbish piled up.

Many Kosovars we met had no idea what aid
agencies were doing, although several hundred
NGOs had flooded into Prishtina in what one
observer called a “humanitarian Klondike”. None
of those we polled had even heard of the United
Nations administration in Kosovo, UNMIK. Yet
given the hunger for more news on prisoners, law
and order and aid activities, we were shocked to
find that information needs were ignored in the
rapid village assessments made by UN agencies,
NGOs and KFOR in the weeks after the bombing
stopped. Far from encountering passive victims,
we found potential audiences eager for more
information, and potential media partners – trained
journalists and editors – desperate for the means
to report on and broadcast local news.

/.../.../.../.../...
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Everywhere the sense of physical and
psychological normality had been shattered – loved
ones murdered, families ripped apart, homes and
possessions burned, livelihoods in tatters. Yet
throughout the province, Kosovars were
attempting to re-establish a normal life against all
odds. Makeshift markets sprang up in the shadows
of shattered homes and mosques from Mitrovica
to Peja. Agim Byci in Gjakova had reopened his
radio station – although his main transmitter had
been stolen and he hadn’t a penny to pay his

14 staff. Nearly three-quarters of those we
interviewed in the town listened to his
programmes. Down the road, Radio Prizren was
broadcasting two hours of news and humanitarian
information every lunchtime, including a
programme on missing people called, We are
looking for the people we know. Listening to the
news and reporting the news: for Agim Byci and
his journalist colleagues, recovery meant going
back to work, whether paid or not. “Perhaps”, he
told us, “this job helps me forget the time of war.”

Jonathan WJonathan WJonathan WJonathan WJonathan Walter is the Editor of the Walter is the Editor of the Walter is the Editor of the Walter is the Editor of the Walter is the Editor of the World Disasters Reportorld Disasters Reportorld Disasters Reportorld Disasters Reportorld Disasters Report
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent SocietiesInternational Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent SocietiesInternational Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent SocietiesInternational Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent SocietiesInternational Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies

Assessing information needs in Kosovo, by Jonathan WAssessing information needs in Kosovo, by Jonathan WAssessing information needs in Kosovo, by Jonathan WAssessing information needs in Kosovo, by Jonathan WAssessing information needs in Kosovo, by Jonathan Walter (continued)alter (continued)alter (continued)alter (continued)alter (continued)

Bosnian refugees at the tent camp near Split, Croatia.
Photo: UNICEF/5450/Edith Simmons
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To assess a population’s access to radio, television or newspaper,
it is worthwhile considering any data preceding the crisis, such as
literacy rates. This data can lead to a preliminary conclusion,
for example, that radio is the most appropriate means of
communicating humanitarian information. The next step entails
determining the adequacy of existing media to provide credible
information.

To ensure adequate data, it will be necessary to undertake random
surveys amongst the target audience. There may not be enough time
or resources to produce data that will be statistically representative
of the entire population, but the aim here is to get enough of a
general idea to ensure programming accurately reflects audience
needs. Questions to be examined are listed below.

What are current sources of information for the affected
population? Determining how the target audience currently
receives information is essential in order to establish a
communication strategy. Likely responses will be international
radio (e.g. BBC, Voice of America, Radio France International)
as well as local sources. It may be necessary to prompt the
individual interviewed to consider less obvious means
(such as friends or neighbours).

What is the preferred medium of information – radio, television
or other? This is one of the most essential pieces of information
to be gained through the assessment. There is little sense in using
video to reach a population which has a primarily oral/aural
tradition. More than just the medium, it is also important to find
out what type of programming the audience is likely to enjoy:
music or youth oriented, for example, as well as preferred length
of programme and best broadcast times.

Which family member is likely to control the medium of
information? Who actually has his or her hand on the dial of the
radio or television set? Is listening a family event or limited to
certain individuals in the family, such as the authority figure?

/.../.../.../.../...
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Do women or other vulnerable groups all have access to
information? Specific target groups, such as women and children,
may require additional programming according to their listening
habits and access to radio or other media.

Is there a need for additional material such as radios for the
affected population? Determining the material need of a
population for radios or even television may be extremely difficult,
depending on the type of crisis at hand. For example, an emergency
involving mass population movements most likely will result in a
serious dearth of material possessions, as the affected are unlikely
to carry much with them. Meanwhile, a localised crisis may result
in a stable population without access to adequate electricity
supplies or batteries to power televisions or radios.

It is important to note that fleeing refugees will often take a radio
with them. What may be lacking is batteries, rather than radios.
Research should examine whether there is a need to distribute
batteries or cheap solar panels as well as – or rather than – radios
during the assessment. Determine whether material shortages are
short-term or long-term before investing large sums in providing
potentially expensive equipment, such as radios, to local
populations.

If material goods are needed, what is the most appropriate
means of distribution? Radios are a commodity like any other
in a crisis situation and will immediately obtain a certain value.
Develop a fair and equitable system of distribution, perhaps in
collaboration with relief groups already distributing material
goods in an organised fashion.

Processing the data collected in the assessment need not be a
complicated procedure. Prioritising information needs, choosing the
basic technical components of the project, and identifying partners
and stakeholders are the most importants elements.  In summary,
the assessment should give a solid overview of the information flow.
It should also offer the basis for the development of a comprehensive
strategy for meeting the information needs of the crisis-affected
population and the local  relief community.

AssessmentsAssessmentsAssessmentsAssessmentsAssessments
should offer ashould offer ashould offer ashould offer ashould offer a
basis for abasis for abasis for abasis for abasis for a
strategy to meetstrategy to meetstrategy to meetstrategy to meetstrategy to meet
information needsinformation needsinformation needsinformation needsinformation needs
of populations andof populations andof populations andof populations andof populations and
local  relieflocal  relieflocal  relieflocal  relieflocal  relief
communitiescommunitiescommunitiescommunitiescommunities



31

CHAPTER II: NEEDS ASSESSMENTS AND PROJECT PLANNING

Designing a radio distribution campaign in Albania
by Mary Myers

Three weeks into the Kosovo emergency, I went
to Albania to do a lightning survey of refugees’
information needs and radio listening patterns on
behalf of the British Department for International
Development. The first constraint was time, as our
aim was to get humanitarian broadcasts on air
within a week. The second constraint was
language, as I do not speak Albanian. The third
constraint was trying to make sense of the sheer
chaos created by over 350,000 refugees suddenly
pouring over the border of the poorest country in
Europe.

I had two basic questions: “What are the main
information needs of the refugees?” and “On what
criteria should we distribute 5,000 Freeplay wind-
up radios?”

I decided to do a quick random survey to determine
how many refugees had radios and what they
listened to. I drew up a short six point
questionnaire which could be “administered” in
under 10 minutes at each tent or household
grouping. Two of us then went to as wide a range
of different camps as possible and chose
“households” at random. In the organised camps
in Kukes we went to every fifth tent. In the Tirana
stadium it was simply a matter of talking to
randomly selected families. Over about five days
we covered 60 families.

We found that one third had their own radios and
about half listened regularly to sets owned by other
refugees. They were all desperate for news: about
their relatives and about events in Kosovo. In some
cases we found over 20 people huddled around
one car radio.

Then I organised 10 focus groups (two groups of
teenage girls, two groups of teenage boys, two

groups of women and children, four groups of men
of various ages). We asked: “If we were to set up
a radio programme for Kosovar refugees, what
would you want to hear?” Inevitably these groups
were rather ad hoc and chaotic with many
distractions and difficulties (e.g. babies crying,
people coming and going, new people butting in,
rain and cold, etc.). Nevertheless, we arrived at a
short list of needs. Everyone’s priority was to get
news about their own families; second was advice
about camp conditions, including health worries
like colds and coughs. With teenagers – whose
main problem was boredom – we talked a lot about
music, and one girl read us poems she had written
about her family’s suffering and her plight as a
refugee.

Meanwhile, I tracked down as many “key
informants” as I could. This was anyone I thought
might have an informed “overview” of the
humanitarian situation. These included the
information officer from UNHCR, a camp doctor,
volunteer medics, UNICEF representatives,
journalists and engineers from international
agencies. I had no set questions, but asked them
their views on refugees’ needs and priorities. It
was from these sources that we heard more about
refugees’ mental health needs – something we did
not get directly from the focus groups.

Finally, on the question of how to distribute the
Freeplay radios, I decided to donate them to
UNICEF’s “child-friendly spaces”. These were
communal areas in each camp for women and
children – the two groups who had the least access
to information and entertainment. Given that the
refugee population was fluid with a rapid turnover
as new groups arrived, it seemed best that the
radios remain available for shared use.

MarMarMarMarMary Myers is a communications specialist based in Londony Myers is a communications specialist based in Londony Myers is a communications specialist based in Londony Myers is a communications specialist based in Londony Myers is a communications specialist based in London



32

LIFELINE MEDIA: REACHING POPULATIONS IN CRISIS

A returnee in Rwanda waiting to be registered.
Photo: Panos Pictures/Crispin Hughes
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Chapter III:
Setting up proactive programmes
in crisis situations

Once the needs assessment is completed, a strategy for a humanitarian
information programme can be developed. Crucial to the
development of an effective strategy is the notion of timing. When
is the right time to set up a project?

It is difficult to produce a categoric response to that question.
Programmes designed to provide emergency humanitarian
information to affected populations must be on air as soon as the
need arises, as part of the relief effort. They will phase out around
the same time as humanitarian activities in the field or develop into
longer-term projects. Peace-building programmes, however, are
more difficult to time. If conflict prevention is the aim, then whenever
there is evidence of tension within a society, such programming
may be appropriate. But if the aim is peace-building during a conflict,
the stakes become higher. One can argue that there is a real risk of
alienating part of the population if a programme begins too soon
after an armed conflict or massive human rights violations, before
the aggrieved population has begun to resolve issues standing in the
way of reconciliation. Others may argue that peace-building
programmes should continue throughout the entire conflict cycle,
even during the most acute phases.

Whenever a proactive programme begins, it is important that the
project is conceived as part of a carefully planned process. The Johns
Hopkins University’s Center for Communication Programs has
developed the following schema which is useful for developing an
appropriate plan.
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Analysis: listen to potential audiences; assess existing programmes,
policies, resources, strengths and weaknesses; and analyse
communication resources.

Strategic design: decide on objectives; identify audience segments;
position the concept for the audience; clarify behaviour change
model (if appropriate in humanitarian setting); select channels of
communication; plan for interpersonal discussion; draw up action
plan; and design evaluation.

Development, pre-testing and revision, and production:
develop message concepts; pre-test with audience members and
gatekeepers; revise and produce messages and materials; re-test
new and existing materials. In humanitarian information settings,
messages may include landmine awareness, for example, or
emergency health bulletins. Peace-building programmes will
emphasise other messages, such as ethnic tolerance.

Management, implementation and monitoring: mobilise key
organizations, such as UN coordinating agencies; create a positive
organizational climate; implement the action plan; and monitor
the process of dissemination, transmission, and reception of
programme outputs.

Impact evaluation: measure impact on audiences; and determine
how to improve future projects.

Planning for continuity: adjust to changing conditions; plan for
continuity and sustainability.1

By using such a model, humanitarian information and peace-building
programmes are more likely to meet the needs of the target audience.
This is because the schema is based on significant interaction and
planning revolving around the intended audience. The needs
assessment, monitoring and evaluation all feed into the project design
and management, resulting in what is known as “needs-based
programming”. This approach distinguishes both humanitarian and
peace-building programmes from mainstream journalism,
which usually has little interest in whether or not the message
received by the audience modifies their behaviour. In peace-building,
making sure the audience fully understands the message is crucial

A hostile orA hostile orA hostile orA hostile orA hostile or
unfamiliarunfamiliarunfamiliarunfamiliarunfamiliar
“language” loses“language” loses“language” loses“language” loses“language” loses
credibility fastcredibility fastcredibility fastcredibility fastcredibility fast
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to meeting programme goals. In a crisis situation, it can mean the
difference between life and death.

Humanitarian information programmes should be developed with
a clear emphasis on effectively communicating carefully designed
messages. The following easily remembered model for producing
radio-serial drama, may also apply to media projects in conflict areas.

Humanitarian and peace-building programming should:

● command attention;
● cater to the heart and the head;
● call to action (when applicable);
● clarify the message;
● communicate a benefit (when applicable);
● create trust;
● convey a consistent message.2

Only by making the programming as interesting, credible and
accessible as possible is it likely to capture and keep an audience.
This means ensuring that the content is suited to the cultural and
ethnic sensitivities of the target audience. There is no faster way to
lose credibility than to speak in a “language” which is unfamiliar or
even hostile to the local audience.

For example, in an effort to appear neutral in the face of Kosovo’s
myriad of political interests, the international community chose
Albanian and Macedonian television newscasters to present the
evening news on the newly created Kosovar public television.

According to local Kosovar Albanian journalists, the news
immediately lost credibility because it was seen as imposed from
foreign sources. In this case, the message lost its impact because the
messenger (the television announcer) didn’t represent the
community.3
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1. Developing effective local relations

Messages perceived to emanate from within a community, in a
language and idiom familiar to the audience, are far more likely to
have an impact than any message originating from the outside.
Developing effective local partnerships should be an essential
component of international media agencies’ work in the field.

Media Action International’s experience in Albania highlighted this.
Partnership with The Soros Media Training Centre which was
headed by a well-respected economist, greatly facilitated access to
the broadcasting network within Albania. At the same time,
suspicion over the objectives of a foreign NGO were partially
eliminated. Often, personal contacts in crisis situations are crucial
to rapidly unlocking barriers to co-operation.

International NGOs and media groups should be extremely cautious
not to “parachute” into a local community, and simply begin
disseminating programming. Information is perceived as an
extremely powerful tool. It is likely that resistance will be met,

Journalist of the Instanbul newspaper, Demokrasi, with an outstanding
“punishment order” against him.

Photo: Panos Pictures/O. Krikorian
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particularly in societies in crisis that have no tradition of a free press.
In many cases, the lack of strong local partnerships may make it
simply impossible to establish a media project.

a) Local partners

In nearly every country, development NGOs, academic institutions,
or state broadcasters are already in position prior to the outbreak of
conflict.  One of the aims of the needs assessment should be to
identify such potential partners in the field, based on their expertise
and credibility. Once a project is given the green light, it is up to the
project manager to determine the best working arrangement with
local partners.

The main criterion for choosing a local partner is its suitability for
involvement in a humanitarian information or peace-building
programme. For example, journalist training schools, press institutes,
national broadcasters, radio networks, developmental or
humanitarian NGOs and academic institutions are all likely
candidates for partnership arrangements. It is important that the
local partner should not be seen as too strongly identified with any
particular political (or even ethnic) group. If such a partner were
the only choice, it would probably be better to establish
programming alone. The appearance of partisanship is the quickest
way to lose a substantial proportion of the audience.

In crises which involve large population movements, where
institutions no longer function, the concept of local partnership may
have to be forfeited. Nevertheless, the same concepts of working
within the community still apply.

The roles and tasks of partner organizations must be clearly
delineated in a contractual form prior to the onset of the project.
This may be difficult to do in a fast-moving environment. Yet it is
absolutely crucial, particularly if there is to be an exchange of
funding. The local partnership must also be built upon the concept
of fair exchange.

When possible, it is preferable that local entities take the lead role in
the development of media projects for their own communities.
Experience has shown, however, that these entities may need the
support of an international agency, particularly in the start-up phase.

PartisanshipPartisanshipPartisanshipPartisanshipPartisanship
quickly loses aquickly loses aquickly loses aquickly loses aquickly loses a
substantialsubstantialsubstantialsubstantialsubstantial
proportion ofproportion ofproportion ofproportion ofproportion of
the audiencethe audiencethe audiencethe audiencethe audience
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This may be for training or simply to ensure that the programmes
are firmly secured in the “humanitarian space”. This concept of
programming belonging to the humanitarian space, rather than being
an integral part of local partisan political culture, is essential. But
this is often a delicate balance to be reached with local institutions
and partner agencies to ensure that humanitarian programming
extends to all segments of society regardless of creed, ethnicity or
political orientation.

Potential roles for local institutions

Identify local personnel: Local institutions are well placed to help
set up the production and local management team for the media
projects. Their contacts within the community will help ensure that
qualified personnel are selected. But watch out for nepotism, which
is rife everywhere and could seriously hinder the professional
functioning of the programme.

Provide local logistic support: Manoeuvring through the intricacies
of a foreign system may prove impossible without the support of
local staff. A local partner can greatly facilitate such tasks as securing
registration as a foreign NGO, setting up phone lines, arranging
transportation, etc.

Promote the programme locally: Local institutions will be crucial
for disseminating information about the project to the local press
and affected population. This may involve writing press releases,
holding press briefings, or using their network of acquaintances to
pass the word.

Provide office facilities or help locate space: Short-term emergencies
may swamp local ability to respond to the crisis. Office space
becomes tight and often over-priced. Local partners may be able to
increase their revenues by providing space for projects, provided
their own needs are met. In Albania, the Albanian Press Centre
offered free production facilities to Project SPEAR as its contribution
to the programme.

Developing an approach to working with local partners based on
fairness and respect is a fundamental principle. They need to be
included in decision-making processes and whenever possible, be
encouraged to take control of the programme.
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b) International support for local humanitarian
information initiatives

In situations where a free and fair press is able to operate unhindered,
it may be counter-productive to establish international media
initiatives that risk detracting from local capacity. Instead,
international community agencies can do much to support local
initiatives by ensuring that their information officers provide as much
news and devote as much time to local journalists as to international
reporters.

Many local journalists, including newspaper editors in Uganda,
Kenya and Tanzania, have regularly complained that their efforts to
cover humanitarian activities in East Africa have been regularly
hampered. They blame this on an unwillingness on the part of aid
agencies to share as much information with them as with their
Western and Northern counterparts.4

Local initiatives face particular challenges when trying to reach all
elements of a population in divided societies. Multi-cultural teams
may lack the “protection” of an international presence, or face undue
pressure from internal sources. The international community can
help local programmes gain legitimacy by openly labelling them as
significant partners in the relief or peace-building process.

Cartoonist for Xorriya newspaper, Somaliland.
Photo: Panos Pictures/Hamish Wilson
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The Communication Project for the reconstruction of Armenia, Colombia
by Lina Holquin

Developed by Viva La Ciudadañia, a Colombian
NGO, the Communication Project was set up
following the earthquake in the town of Armenia in
1999. Assessments suggested that one of the main
problems was a failure to provide information to
affected people. An initial consultation in April 1999
involving a group of more than 40 people from the
region, formed the basis for the programme design.
Although also experienced in the use of television
and print media, the NGO placed radio at the centre
of the project, broad-casting a news programme,
a magazine and a radio soap opera: Los Nuevos
Veciños (New Neighbours).

Participation from within the community was
encouraged through:

● Employing “popular correspondents” for the
radio magazines: Drawn from within the
community, popular correspondents attended
radio and writing workshops to enable them to
produce reports on issues considered by them
to be important to their communities. Popular
correspondents were drawn from both youth
groups and elders, although most were
community leaders.

● Phone-in slots: Radio phone-ins were intended
to allow people to comment about issues under
discussion.

● Focus groups for script development: The team
behind the radio soap opera Los Nuevos Veciños
included a creative group of five people from
communities living in the camps or in temporary
housing. Focus groups from different parts of

the affected area discussed script content and
character development. The actors playing these
characters also came from the local community.

Community participation was considered
important to the success of each medium. Viva
La Ciudadañia successfully secured a partnership
with commercial and community radios to ensure
that each broadcast the programmes at the same
time, achieving consistent coverage throughout
the affected area. Newspapers were distributed by
community leaders, local newspapers and personal
mail delivery. The television programme was
designed mainly to inform the rest of the country
about the process of reconstruction.

Evaluation of the newspaper and radio
programming largely involved the use of
questionnaires implemented by community
leaders. Questions concerned the content and
design of the newspaper and radio programmes,
but also asked participants to consider the uses
to which the soap opera might be put. For example,
people suggested that Los Nuevos Veciños was a
good tool to initiate discussions about issues that
were sometimes difficult to talk about (e.g. child
abuse, abuse of power by some community
leaders, etc.).

It is intended that this communication project will
be used as a model for the peace-building process
across the country. Viva La Ciudadañia recognises
the importance of promoting conflict prevention
and resolution through newspaper, television and
radio while, at the same time, supplying the forum
for debate surrounding the reconstruction process.

Lina Holquin is a communications specialist working in Latin AmericaLina Holquin is a communications specialist working in Latin AmericaLina Holquin is a communications specialist working in Latin AmericaLina Holquin is a communications specialist working in Latin AmericaLina Holquin is a communications specialist working in Latin America
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c) Local authorities

Gaining the support of local authorities is a challenge that any media
project is likely to encounter at some stage of an operation. Some
sort of approval will usually be needed to ensure that the project
team is allowed to enter the country and begin work. Humanitarian
information programmes will probably need to position themselves
as components of the relief effort, quite distinct from the normal
journalistic activities associated with covering a crisis. Long-term
projects, particularly for peace-building, may inevitably be
considered part of the internal media scene, potentially creating
difficulties.

Complete transparency is one of the best means of gaining the
support of local authorities. It may be necessary to brief the
appropriate officials thoroughly as to the intent and content of the
programme. Programme coordinators may also need to brief
embassy, mission or UN officials to gain support prior to
undertaking the needs assessment. In many conflict situations
programmes will be monitored closely by government officials. Yet
if programmes remain within the humanitarian action framework,
it is not unreasonable to expect support from governments or
authorities that have agreed to allow the international relief
community to work in their countries.

CompleteCompleteCompleteCompleteComplete
transparencytransparencytransparencytransparencytransparency
gains thegains thegains thegains thegains the
support of localsupport of localsupport of localsupport of localsupport of local
authoritiesauthoritiesauthoritiesauthoritiesauthorities

Refugees arriving in Croatia after crossing the Sava river.
Photo: UNHCR/25115/08.1995/R. LeMoyne
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One difficulty encountered in the past is that although authorities
may offer tacit approval, they do little to facilitate programme
production. For example, necessary equipment such as transmitters
may be held up for months at customs posts. If possible, it is worth
obtaining some sort of official recognition that the programme is
part of the humanitarian effort. This may be best achieved through
the UN or international agency responsible for coordinating
humanitarian action, or through the appropriate government agency
should one exist. Peace-building programmes will have a longer time-
frame, but still may need to overcome bureaucratic blockages.

In a crisis-affected country or region, one needs to explore how to
work in harmony with all parties to the conflict. There is always
the danger that one side will view the geographical location of the
humanitarian programming as an indication of partisanship. This
may prove to be fatal for the future of the programme.

From August 1994 to November 1996, the Swiss-based Hirondelle
Foundation ran the humanitarian radio station, Radio Agataysha
in Bukavu, Zaire after being denied permission by Rwandan
authorities to establish the radio in Rwanda. Shortly after its
founding, Radio Agataysha found itself unjustly accused of
supporting Hutu extremists because the station was broadcasting
humanitarian information to refugee camps, composed primarily
of Hutus. This accusation on the part of the Tutsi-led Rwandan
government proved impossible to resolve. Rwandan authorities
eventually shut down Radio Agatashya when they invaded Congo
in 1996. In 2001, a Swiss court of law determined that the
Hirondelle Foundation operated in full legitimacy and without
any partisan leanings during Radio Agatashya’s tenure.5



43

CHAPTER III: SETTING UP PROACTIVE PROGRAMMES IN CRISIS SITUATIONS

The target community will react negatively to media projects
perceived as biased, especially peace-building programmes. As a
headline in the British press several years ago pointed out: “One
man’s humanitarian relief is another man’s aid to the enemy.”6  Media
initiatives can be very risky, particularly in conflict situations.
Information programmes are highly visible. Staff is recognisable and
may become easily identified members of the community. At the
same time, ensuring local security by bringing in foreigners to present
the programmes is likely to detract from the audience’s willingness
to accept and absorb the information.

Protecting staff must be the first priority of all media projects. One
way to ensure staff security is to aim that humanitarian media projects
are perceived by the community to be an impartial form of aid not
unlike the distribution of foodstuffs or blankets. This is an
extraordinary challenge, however, and one that is only likely to yield
clear results after months of programming.7

Programme managers must seek to strike a careful balance between
accommodating the demands of local authorities, and maintaining
journalistic autonomy and integrity. In many conflict situations,
the pressure for censorship, especially self-censorship, is great. Media
projects should not seen as playing into the hands of local authorities,
or adopting an official agenda. At the same time, however, project
managers who incur the wrath of local officials are likely to
jeopardize their programmes. It may prove best to assume a
respectful, if distant relationship with local authorities, and ensure
that the project’s integrity is maintained.

It is preferable to withdraw from a country and set up operations
nearby than to bow to unfair or unprincipled demands on the part
of local authorities. Above all, a programme should never adopt
policies or behaviour that run counter to internationally accepted
human rights norms, such as discriminatory or racist policies, in
order to ensure the continuance of a programme.

Protecting staffProtecting staffProtecting staffProtecting staffProtecting staff
must be the firstmust be the firstmust be the firstmust be the firstmust be the first
priority of allpriority of allpriority of allpriority of allpriority of all
media projectsmedia projectsmedia projectsmedia projectsmedia projects
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2. Working with international relief agencies

Humanitarian programme managers will be better able to meet their
intended objectives if they can persuade stakeholders, including
international agencies and NGOs, to share information. Much of
the content of humanitarian programmes will stem from specialised
agencies on the ground. These include, in particular, health agencies
or groups working with special categories of individuals such as
children. Peace-building programmes may seek to publicise
negotiation efforts, and will need access to information to do so.

There are a variety of ways to encourage good relations with the
international community, NGOs and national and local institutions.
Foremost is to promote the concept of partnership. Ideally, this
means identifying particular stakeholders and, when possible,
incorporating them in the production process.

Saharan refugees at the Dakhla Camp, Algeria.

Photo: UNHCR/28046/03.1998/A. Hollmann
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For example, humanitarian programming in a crisis situation that
focuses on medical relief may wish to invite a steering committee of
health NGOs and national health bodies to attend a weekly (or
monthly) meeting to brainstorm the most important issues to cover
in upcoming programming.

The BBC’s soap opera, New Home, New Life, broadcast into
Afghanistan, has established one of the most far-reaching consultative
processes in the field. On a monthly basis, a group of diverse relief
agencies meet in Peshawar, Pakistan, to help devise programming
ideas for upcoming episodes of the drama. Ideas tie in to relief issues
on the ground, such as an outbreak of disease, or the need to promote
a new agricultural programme. The aid community in Peshawar is
unique, however, with many agencies working in the same
environment for close to 20 years.

Rapid onset disasters or fast-moving refugee crises, by contrast,
involve dozens, and sometimes hundreds, of humanitarian agencies
parachuting into crisis situations to set up operations within a matter
of days. Communicating with the local population is unlikely to be
foremost on their agendas. Advocacy work on the part of the project
may be required.

Another approach entails partnering with a particular agency for a
specific programme, for example, a vaccination campaign. There is
a risk, however, of being perceived as too closely linked with a single
organization, even if only for a limited amount of time. Information
programming should be seen as an accessible source and instrument
of dissemination for all agencies.

The occasional unwillingness of aid agencies to cooperate may stem
from an ignorance of the role of humanitarian information during a
crisis. This obstacle will most likely dissipate as humanitarian
information programmes become an increasingly integral part of
relief operations.
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Star Radio was set up by the Hirondelle Foundation
in Monrovia from July 1997 until its forced closure
by Liberian authorities in March 2000. Authorities
cited a licencing dispute  for the closure but inter-
national observers believe Star Radio’s emphasis
on factual reporting was the real reason.

Star Radio was unusual – perhaps unique – in
Africa. Our output was 100% news and
information. Part of Star Radio’s mission was to
support and promote the work of the humanitarian
community. Expatriate staff member Anne Payot
set about liaising with national and international
non-governmental organizations. She found the
task difficult. Save the Children (UK) brought a
group of former child soldiers to the Star Radio
studios to record a theme song they had written
themselves. Give the Little Children Joy was aired
twice a day from the time Star Radio began
broadcasting in June 1997. The song introduced
messages from Save the Children and Don Bosco
Homes that sought to reunite children who were
separated from their families during the war years.
As a result of the broadcasts, many parents found
their children.

But Save the Children was an exception. The larger
the organization, the less interested they seemed
to be in making use of Star Radio’s services.
Agencies that spent thousands of dollars on
international publicity were not interested in telling
Liberians what they were doing for them. One
agency’s information department published a
glossy monthly pamphlet about its work – but it
was generally two months out of date. Anne Payot
spent hours waiting to see people who didn’t keep
appointments. After she returned to Switzerland,
Sarah Brownell took over the task of liaising with
NGOs. She came to see me one day close to tears

Star Radio: promoting the humanitarians
by George Bennett

after being stood up for the third time by one of
the major agencies. Meanwhile, one international
organization sent us a poorly recorded cassette in
legal jargon about children’s rights. Another wanted
us to broadcast an interminable interview about
their structure and history.

We decided to hold a lunch meeting at which we
would demonstrate how radio could be used. We
played extracts from the tapes we’d been given.
Then we played examples of how short radio items
could encourage people to turn out for vaccination
campaigns. We played extracts of our program-
ming in some of the 14 local languages in which
Star Radio broadcasted. After this meeting, several
NGOs came to us with ideas for programmes
which would help them. We began to target areas
of the country (in the appropriate languages) for
OXFAM and the International Committee of the Red
Cross. The Liberian Ministries of Health and
Education used us to promote polio campaigns
and literacy drives.

Besides promoting specific humanitarian
endeavours, Star Radio reported regularly on NGO
activities in news and programmes. In a typical
week Star Radio broadcast nearly 40 items on NGO
and agency activities. These included interviews
and packaged reports about work by the Lutheran
World Federation/World Service, the German
development agency GTZ, the European Union, the
ICRC, Children’s Aid Direct, UNFPA, Médécins sans
Frontières, World Vision as well as many Liberian
NGOs. Most of the items were recorded in the field
or in interviews with beneficiaries or NGO
members.

Not all of them were favourable. For example, we
covered a protest by Sierra Leone refugee students
who demanded more help from UNHCR. As usual,
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both sides of the story were given. The items we
did not much care for were the bland, exhortatory
calls for peace and reconciliation that we were
given by some local organizations. We would air
them if they were technically well made – it would
have been churlish not to. But many of these items
did not call for specific action on the part of the
listener. And most listeners never wanted war,
anyway, and were not in conflict with anyone.

More effective were the Send your girl child to
school promotional clips with their catchy theme
tune. Star Radio aired these on behalf of the

Ministry of Education and UNESCO. Programme
editor Davidetta Browne said that kids around her
Monrovia apartment sang the song as they played
outside. Clearly, it is pointless playing items that
are not listened to. It is equally pointless to
broadcast tedious material about humanitarian
activities. We strove to make our programmes
attractive. We gave our listeners news and
information that they would not otherwise have
had. There was an enormous thirst for facts in a
country that, since the fighting stopped, has
remained mostly ignored by the outside world.8

George Bennett was formerly Director of George Bennett was formerly Director of George Bennett was formerly Director of George Bennett was formerly Director of George Bennett was formerly Director of Star RadioStar RadioStar RadioStar RadioStar Radio
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Man selling carpets and television set, Jalalabad, Afghanistan.
Photo: Panos Pictures/Zed Nelson.
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Chapter IV:
Choosing the right medium

Choosing the right medium is an essential part of programme
strategy, best discerned through research on the ground. Different
media are likely to have varying impacts on their population. But
most often, choices will be made based on simple facts, such as
literacy rates, or access to radio.

One of the most important considerations for determining the best
medium is “reach”. This refers to the size of the audience exposed
to the medium’s programming. Clearly, the medium chosen will
depend greatly on whether or not the audience has access to that
medium, and how many actually use it. It is important to research
which kinds of media are already familiar to the population.

If broadcasting is the chosen means of reaching the target audience,
production standards must be kept at a level appropriate to the
audience. Being the sole user of expensive media equipment can
cause tension in a community unfamiliar with such costly items. At
the same time, however, audiences may be used to high quality
imported media and therefore demand a certain degree of
professionalism to secure their attention.1  A needs assessment must
be the guide.

It is also imperative to consider the technological capacity of the
project. Electricity supply may be present but erratic. During the
early days of Project SPEAR, an emergency humanitarian radio
project in Kosovo, electricity shortages often prevented radio
stations from broadcasting on a daily basis. Power cuts meant
journalists could work only when electricity was available for
computers to operate. Eventually, UNHCR supplied a generator
to ensure production continued unhindered.

When possible, it can be fruitful to promote the use of more than
one channel of communication, ensuring that people who miss one
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piece of programming may have access to it through another source.
Radio programmes, supported by a poster campaign, may be more
effective in promoting health issues in a crisis than either medium
alone. Similarly, messages confirmed by more than one medium can
establish a greater degree of credibility.

1. The case for radio

Radio typically reaches more people caught up in conflicts than
any other medium. For example, in war-torn societies such as
Afghanistan and Somalia, it is estimated that 60% of the population
listen to radio on a regular basis. Radio requires no mains electricity
nor the ability to read. It is also comparatively cheap. With radio,
one can stimulate the imagination of listeners with sound images in
a memorable way. It is an ideal medium for promoting social change,
and thus for helping in the process of peace-building. Ideally, other
media should also be involved. But in the constraints of a conflict
or post-conflict situation, it is often radio which stands alone in
assuring the kind of media intervention that will provide people
with the information they need in order to make decisions about
their lives.

While it is important to weigh the pros and cons of any medium, in
many situations the choice is a given, due to specific field
circumstances. For example, in Mozambique, illiteracy and lack of
infrastructure alone rendered radio the only viable choice for an
emergency media project.

The cost effectiveness of a medium depends on circumstance and
comparison with other options, but radio is usually a safe bet. It is
cost effective because of the number of people it can reach. But
batteries may be expensive and difficult to obtain, and the BayGen
wind-up radio is, as yet, a relatively expensive alternative.

The means of transmitting radio programmes will depend on the
resources at hand. The four most likely scenarios include:

● working through local broadcasters;
● setting up independent radio stations;
● international broadcasters;
● United Nations information programming.

Radio reachesRadio reachesRadio reachesRadio reachesRadio reaches
more people  inmore people  inmore people  inmore people  inmore people  in
conflicts thanconflicts thanconflicts thanconflicts thanconflicts than
other mediumsother mediumsother mediumsother mediumsother mediums
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Strengths and limitations of radioStrengths and limitations of radioStrengths and limitations of radioStrengths and limitations of radioStrengths and limitations of radio
  Strengths                                                                   Limitations

Familiarity:Familiarity:Familiarity:Familiarity:Familiarity: Familiarity:Familiarity:Familiarity:Familiarity:Familiarity:

● Radio builds on the oral tradition significant in ● Where radio is familiar, it may only provide wallpaper.
most cultures. Listeners are accustomed to leaving the radio on in

the background.

AAAAAvailability and cost:vailability and cost:vailability and cost:vailability and cost:vailability and cost: AAAAAvailability and cost:vailability and cost:vailability and cost:vailability and cost:vailability and cost:

● Radio can cross geographical boundaries, reaching ● Many potential audiences lack access to electricity,
people isolatedby language, poverty, illiteracy and and batteries can be expensive or difficult to obtain.
conflict. Battery disposal may have environmental implications.

● Radio currently reaches the widest audience. ● Wind-up radios are expensive to distribute en masse.
● Availability of cheap and portable receivers.
● Programmes are cheap to make, especially in

comparison with television or video.

Creativity provides opportunity:Creativity provides opportunity:Creativity provides opportunity:Creativity provides opportunity:Creativity provides opportunity: Creativity provides limitations:Creativity provides limitations:Creativity provides limitations:Creativity provides limitations:Creativity provides limitations:

● The radio writer is not limited by what the audience can ● Radio as an educating tool can be seen as limited in
see. The medium provides ample opportunity to invite its absence of images. The use of support material is
listeners to imagine a wide range of people, places and preferable.
events. Through the power of imagination, radio can ● Radio can make productive use of sound effects – but
evoke images beyond reality, crossing time and space these can be over exploited, leading to confusion.
without limit. ● Radio can be abused as a medium, to incite violence

or hatred by heightening audience fears or prejudices
rather than resolving them.

Positive listening habits:Positive listening habits:Positive listening habits:Positive listening habits:Positive listening habits: Negative listening habits:Negative listening habits:Negative listening habits:Negative listening habits:Negative listening habits:

● Radio can be listened to in groups, which encourages ● Radio messages are only heard once. They are
audience discussion of material, an important stage transitory and cannot be consumed at the audience’s
in the process of behavioural change. pace, like newspapers, or wound back, like a cassette

● Radio has the power to speak to an individual tape.
personally despite reaching out to many at one time. ● Radio is received only by the ear, compared with the

multisensory perception of everyday life.
● Radio is one-way communication. Broadcasters have

no direct means of evaluating audience
understanding. Listeners are not granted the
opportunity to ask questions in order to clarify
remaining doubts.
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a) Working through local media

When possible, co-ordinating and co-operating with already existing
media outlets is a preferable approach. Indeed, some resistance may
be encountered by any organization or initiative which appears to
circumvent or detract from national and local media providers.

Media Action International developed a project in Albania which
entailed the independent production of a half-hour radio
programme. Called In the Name of Humanitarianism, the
programme was broadcast on Radio Tirana within 10 days of project
set-up. Shortly after negotiating with Radio Tirana for air-time,
Media Action International then began to broadcast on several
independent local stations, in an effort to reach as many different
audiences as possible. Similar programmes were established in
Macedonia and Kosovo. (See facing page.)

An advantage to working with local media is the development of
local capacity. In most crisis areas, media and journalism are likely
to be in a state of infancy. With world attention focused on the
emergency there is often the opportunity to train local journalists
to cover their own crises (and possible future disasters) in an effective
and responsible manner. Independent productions, supervised by
international staff, may also raise standards within the stations that
are broadcasting the programmes.

b) Setting up independent radio stations

Although working with existing media is a preferred option for
international humanitarian programmes, there are certainly cases
where there is no alternative other than to establish a new radio
station. This is particularly true in conflict situations where there
was little in the way of independent journalism prior to the crisis.

With little research provided on such stations, however, it is difficult
to determine their impact on local populations and the local media
scene. Undoubtedly, however, there are situations where the only
unbiased information is likely to originate from media external to
the region.

WWWWWorking with localorking with localorking with localorking with localorking with local
media  developsmedia  developsmedia  developsmedia  developsmedia  develops
local capacitylocal capacitylocal capacitylocal capacitylocal capacity
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The Project SPEAR experience
by Loretta Hieber

The first Project SPEAR (Support Programming
for Emergency Assistance by Radio) was set up
in Albania just weeks after the massive Kosovar
exodus into Albania in May 1999. Project SPEAR
was designed to enhance the local media scene
rather than detract from it. Media Action
International aimed to find a balance between
ensuring refugees had access to impartial
information, while also supporting the local media’s
capacity to provide programming in response to
the crisis. It wasn’t easy.

The broadcasting scene in Albania was dominated
by Radio Tirana, a remnant of the Hoxha years,
which was struggling to re-invent itself as a public
service entity. Although the station employed
scores of journalists, there were only two
computers for the entire staff, and most of the
equipment was out-of-date or broken. In Maced-
onia, at least nine private Albanian radio stations
were on the air, and the state broadcaster, Radio
Macedonia, transmitted nationwide. In Kosovo,
broadcasters had to begin from scratch. Therefore,
finding local partners was a mixed experience.

Our first step was to set up studios to produce
the radio programmes. Local editors-in-chief were
responsible for programme content, with
international staff serving primarily as in situ
trainers and for liason with the international
community. Local journalists took leaves of
absence from, or in some cases left, their full-
time jobs. Four radio stations in Albania and nine
in Macedonia broadcast our programmes daily. All
stations received a stipend in exchange for the
air-time. In Kosovo, local stations broadcast the
programming free of charge.

Although this approach was preferable to
establishing an independent station to broadcast
humanitarian news, it wasn’t without problems.
While we made every attempt to avoid distorting
the local media scene, staffing the programmes
proved challenging. Radio Tirana offered to make
available several journalists, who were paid by
Media Action International at a rate slightly higher
than local salaries (which were abysmally low).
This led to complaints among journalists at Radio
Tirana who were not chosen to be part of the
humanitarian programming team. In Macedonia,
local radio stations were keen to make as much
money as possible from the operation, and
appeared to be involved only as a means of earning
hard currency. In Kosovo, local stations were
enthusiastic to broadcast the programme as a
means of delivering credible information on their
channels, but were hampered by their own material
and financial weaknesses.

In hindsight, other approaches could have been
considered. One might have been to develop a pool
of rotating journalists from local stations. Another
option could have been to provide training for all
journalists from the local stations which broadcast
the programmes, as well as for journalists who
worked on the humanitarian broadcasts. The reality
is, however, that there are occasions when the
information needs of the affected population may
not be fully compatible with the development needs
of the local media scene at that particular time.
Even so, working with and through local media,
rather than independently, should be a prime
consideration for all media projects in the field.

Loretta Hieber was Director of Project SPEAR in Albania, Macedonia and KosovoLoretta Hieber was Director of Project SPEAR in Albania, Macedonia and KosovoLoretta Hieber was Director of Project SPEAR in Albania, Macedonia and KosovoLoretta Hieber was Director of Project SPEAR in Albania, Macedonia and KosovoLoretta Hieber was Director of Project SPEAR in Albania, Macedonia and Kosovo
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One of the greatest difficulties facing new radio stations relates to
sustainability. Stations require significant financial resources to
operate and, in most situations, they prove impossible to sustain
once the crisis is over and donor attention has moved elsewhere.

In addition, new radio stations are likely to take months, if ever, to
establish credibility with local populations. This delay could be
damaging in the initial stages of a crisis, especially if the only way to
ensure an audience is to draw listeners away from local media. Each
situation is unique and decisions to establish a new radio station
should be based, first and foremost, on the real needs of the local
population.

In situations where no credible local media is available, then the
establishment of independent radio stations can bring substantial
benefits to information-starved populations, provided the stations
are set up with proper care and consideration for balance. One
example is Star Radio, established by the Hirondelle Foundation in
Monrovia, Liberia in 1997.

c) The role of international broadcasters

Local populations, particularly in Africa, are often avid listeners of
international broadcasters such as the Voice of America (VOA), the
BBC World Service or Radio France International, even when local
stations are available.

Humanitarian and health programming is increasingly popular
among such international broadcasters. For example, VOA is
involved in promoting a global campaign to eradicate polio as well
as programming specifically directed towards the Great Lakes region
of Africa. The BBC World Service operates similar programmes
directed towards local populations through their Great Lakes and
Somali Service programmes

These international broadcasters, along with others, such as Deutsche
Welle and Radio Netherlands, also provide assistance and training
programmes for local journalists. Their aim is to help create an
independent and impartial media in countries which are developing,
in transition to democracy, or in conflict. Often international
broadcasters seek to have their programmes rebroadcast by local
media as a means of extending their reach.

New radio stationsNew radio stationsNew radio stationsNew radio stationsNew radio stations
may take monthsmay take monthsmay take monthsmay take monthsmay take months
to gain localto gain localto gain localto gain localto gain local
credibilitycredibilitycredibilitycredibilitycredibility
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But at the same time, ethical issues are raised about the role of
international broadcasters, particularly in monopolising the flow
of information. Subsequently, some journalists criticise an
overreliance on international broadcasters during a crisis. Veran
Matic of Radio B92 in Belgrade argues that a more effective way for
local populations in conflict to be adequately informed is for
international stations to rent out or offer their frequencies or satellite
channels to local media unable to obtain a frequency or whose
broadcasts are restricted. He believes it is of utmost importance that
a programme be both produced in and broadcast from the conflict
area itself, with local teams.2

Even so, there are likely to be situations where it is possible to reach
local populations only through international broadcasters.
Afghanistan is a case in point, where the BBC World Service has
substituted for local media for over two decades.

d) United Nations programming

In many conflict areas the UN is likely to be running its own
information programmes, for either humanitarian or peace-building
efforts.

A few examples include Cambodia where UNTAC radio was run
by the UN Transitional Authority for 13 months in 1992-1993 and
Radio Unamir in Rwanda which was operated by the UN Assistance
Mission to Rwanda from February 1995-1996.

The aim of many of these UN radio programmes is to promote a
peaceful solution to a conflict taking place and to pave the way for
longer-term peace-building efforts after the war is over. Many
countries in conflict do not have credible independent media.
Broadcasters may be state owned and sympathetic to those in power
or heavily censored. The experience of the UN working in conflict
areas underscores the need for vigilance when determining whether
to work through local media or to set up independent operations.

Many countriesMany countriesMany countriesMany countriesMany countries
in conflict havein conflict havein conflict havein conflict havein conflict have
no credibleno credibleno credibleno credibleno credible
independent mediaindependent mediaindependent mediaindependent mediaindependent media
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United Nations information efforts in conflicts
by Jeffrey Heyman

In most countries where conflicts broke out in the
1990s, state control of the media was, before and
after, overwhelming. This is why the United Nations
went to the expense and effort of building a radio
station in Cambodia – there simply wasn’t an
independent broadcaster to work with. In
Cambodia, the building of Radio UNTAC, as it was
known, did not mean that the station was not
independent nor that it did not work with local
journalists. It often broke stories as it sought to
cover events in a way which would build journalistic
foundations for the future.

The UN itself wasn’t always happy with Radio
UNTAC’s reporting, which says much for the
independence of the station and the tenacity of its
journalists, the vast majority of whom were
Cambodian. Perhaps more could have been done
to provide the station with the means to continue
its work beyond the UN Transitional Authority’s
mandate in Cambodia. But this was not done and
Radio UNTAC went off the air, and left behind its
equipment when the UN departed Cambodia at the
end of 1993.

My experience in Cambodia and in other conflicts
illustrates that all too often politicians get in the
way of practitioners. In the republics of the former
Yugoslavia, the governments, or more often the
local leaders, were too strong during the war years
to permit working with so-called independent
media. The United Nations Protection Force,
UNPROFOR, tried, but I never ran across a
broadcast outlet that was totally free of bias in
these war-wracked lands.

For example, the United Nations had devised a
series of peace and reconciliation programmes
whereby journalists from different parts of former
Yugoslavia could air reports via media outlets in

other areas. A good idea – and the journalists
supported it wholeheartedly – but few stations
would take the risk playing such programmes.
Those that did air them often used any slight
accent, mistake or bias (it was impossible for local
journalists to be unbiased during the war) to their
advantage – a situation that made the UN an
accomplice in the propaganda war. We finally
stopped the programmes, no longer certain of the
integrity of the message.

I learned firsthand just how hard it is under conflict
conditions to work with local media during a tour
of radio stations in former Yugoslavia in 1995. One
broadcaster on the Croatian island of Hvar, in the
Adriatic, stands out.

While travelling along the Croatian coast from one
station to another, I heard a lengthy series of
numbers being read out on a Hvar radio station
that carried some of our UN programmes. Odd
that numbers were being read out over disco dance
music, I thought, so I asked my driver what exactly
the announcer was saying. He listened closely and
explained that the announcer was reading out the
technical and targeting characteristics of newly
acquired Croatian rocket launchers.

As I continued to listen, the song Imagine by John
Lennon, perhaps the ultimate peace song, was
played. The music faded and the announcer, taking
on a menacing tone, said, “Imagine what these
weapons could do to the Serbs in our occupied
villages.” This was followed by the Paul McCartney
song Live and Let Die. In a cable back to UN
headquarters later that week, I wrote, “While not
all radio stations in Croatia are so extreme in their
militancy, I would ask whether this is the kind of
station on which the United Nations wishes to air
its radio programmes?”
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And so it was in Angola and Rwanda too. With
little difference, in spite of being continents apart,
few stations were independent enough to work
with the United Nations in its information and
media-building efforts. Those in power in Rwanda
constantly wanted something in return for
cooperating with the United Nations or non-
governmental organizations. Journalists, local as
well as those of neighboring countries, were
harassed and, at times, killed. The authorities in
Angola, which operated a sophisticated national
broadcast network, toyed with the UN, claiming

to be morally behind the UN’s humanitarian
messages, while propagating biased program-
ming.

Despite the odds, after years of side-stepping that
role, the United Nations, it appears, is ready now
to develop and deploy the means necessary to
work with – or circumvent if need be – local media
in a realistic and effective manner.

That said, there will always be those haunting
voices – on air or via the Internet – like the radio
station on Hvar.

Jeffrey Heyman was Head of United Nations Radio for Former YJeffrey Heyman was Head of United Nations Radio for Former YJeffrey Heyman was Head of United Nations Radio for Former YJeffrey Heyman was Head of United Nations Radio for Former YJeffrey Heyman was Head of United Nations Radio for Former Yugoslavia from 1994-1995ugoslavia from 1994-1995ugoslavia from 1994-1995ugoslavia from 1994-1995ugoslavia from 1994-1995

Radio technician at Radio Bahardar in Ethiopia.
Photo: Panos Pictures/Heldur Netocny
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2. Television and video

While television and video may share similar attributes, the reasons
for selecting one or the other may be very different. The choice will
very much depend on the local instructure available, and the intended
project needs.

Fairly substantial infrastructural requirements must be fulfilled in
order for television to be an effective choice. Nonetheless it must
not be assumed that these simply do not exist in developing
countries.

Access to television is improving. From 1970 to 1997, television
ownership in the developing world increased from 17 to 172 per
1,000 households. UNICEF in Viet Nam, for example, has
recognised the shift from radio to television and now suggests that
“television is emerging as an extremely influential communication
medium, supplementing radio in most urban areas.”3

The importance of television versus radio is likely to be regionally
specific. Television is a central part of many people’s lives in South
America: on average, Colombians view 23 hours of television per
week, Chileans and Argentinians 17 hours and Dominicans
29 hours.4  However, reliance on such a medium could exclude many
men and women who cannot afford the time or the money to gain
access to a television. Sub-Saharan Africa (excluding South Africa)
had just 50 television sets per 1,000 in 1997.5

The other potential visual medium is video which may be viewed in
the field on an ad hoc basis, for example, at group viewing sessions.
This by-passes the need for television set ownership by the target
population and allows for more audience participation because
discussion can follow presentation.

Offsetting television and video’s benefits as mediums are some
serious limitations.

● Equipment can be prohibitively pricey, especially if high quality
productions are expected. Kit tough enough to withstand the
rigours of the field can be particularly costly. Dust, heat and
humidity can damage sensitive equipment, not to mention the
risk of theft.
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● Filmed information may be seen by some societies as the domain
of men over women. In some cultures, it may be forbidden to
present the images of men or women, such as in Afghanistan.

● Visual projects can suffer from the constraints of a preconceived
notion (particularly among the donor community) that video
is exclusively entertaining rather than informative. The
educational merits of video and TV can easily be ignored because
of this prejudice.

● Video and television also remove anonymity from participants,
an attribute of some other media which may be beneficial.

Despite such limitations, the visual media have certain attributes
which may encourage their selection. The UNHCR in the Great
Lakes found the most successful method of encouraging voluntary
repatriation was to show refugees the reality of the circumstances in
their villages. They did this by screening footage of a cross border
visit. It should not be forgotten, however, that circumstances in a
conflict can rapidly deteriorate, and places shown to be safe recently
may quickly find their peace undermined.

The waterside market in downtown Monrovia.
Photo: Panos Pictures/Martin Adler



60

LIFELINE MEDIA: REACHING POPULATIONS IN CRISIS

The Great Lakes: a review of the mass information activities
of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)

by Malcolm Green

From April 1994 onwards, the UNHCR operated
within refugee camps in the Great Lakes region of
central Africa to help promote voluntary
repatriation.

Initially efforts were on an ad hoc basis, but in
early 1995 a mass information  campaign was
initiated, becoming fully operational in July 1995.
The campaign’s objectives were twofold: first, to
penetrate the curtain of propaganda which
continued to prevent the refugee population from
having an objective view of conditions in Rwanda;
and second, to  encourage refugees to voluntarily
seek repatriation. Reliance on both video and radio
material was greater in Eastern Zaire than in
Tanzania and Burundi, where direct communication
and border visits reduced the need for a mass
information programme.

The campaign was initiated via the radio, because
of the strong oral tradition in Rwanda, and the
need to reach as many people as possible. But by
November 1995, video was chosen as a new
element of the campaign.

The UNHCR project began with pilot video
screenings in camps in Burundi (November 1995)
and Tanzania (November-December 1995). In the
camps in Zaire, the project was postponed until

May 1996, in part because of the security risks
involved in organizing mass video viewings.
Despite restrictions from the Rwandan authorities,
the video project generated great interest among
refugees. The images had obvious impact. The
refugees made many requests to the UNHCR for
the video team to film particular villages and
interview specific people known to have returned
there. In all, more than 100 out of the 145
communes from which refugees originated were
covered by radio, video or both.

In 1996, 60 videos were produced. In the five
camps in Goma alone, some 700,000 persons
viewed the material in the early months of 1996.
There is anecdotal evidence that the videos
successfully helped promote the repatriation
process. For example, the 1996 UNHCR video Le
rapatriement volontaire (voluntary repatriation)
features a refugee who confirms that the video
seen by him and his family in the camp was an
important factor in their decision to go back home:
“It took me one year and a half to decide, and I
hesitated because I believed that people were killed
on return. My children also believed that – until
we saw a neighbour on one of the videos. We
thought he had been killed, but he hadn’t. So we
decided to return.”6

Malcolm Green is currently working with Vuleka Productions in South Africa
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3. Information technology (IT)

The advent of the information age is beginning to have a significant
impact on populations in conflicts and crises. When government
officials in Belgrade clamped down on the independent station Radio
B92 in the late 1990s, producers responded by taking their reporting
to the Internet. When war broke out in Kosovo, the Albanian
speaking Radio 21 provided radio programming via the Internet
from offices in Skopje, Macedonia.

The Internet is  providing a means for independent voices to sidestep
restrictions and take their messages directly to the world. From
Indonesia to Cuba, authoritarian governments are finding it
increasingly difficult to thwart democracy movements, and
information technologies are playing an increasingly important role
in the process. But in acute crises, the potential uses of the Internet
are still largely unexplored.

There can be no doubt that the numbers behind the “digital divide”
are a stark illustration of the infrastructural restraints still
surrounding the use of this medium. Of the 360 million people on-
line in the world, 70% are in North America and Europe, home to
only 10% of the world’s population. In many Latin American
countries less than 1% of the population is connected to the Internet.
This is in sharp contrast to radio, which reaches more than 90% of
households in this region. 7

Even so, the potential uses of the Internet to bring information to
populations in need are exciting. For example, it can be especially
effective in information sharing, particularly between international
and national agencies operating in the field. Collating humanitarian
information through local reporting and then packaging it and
making it available via the Web or through specialised e-mail lists is
another way of ensuring dissemination. Such action may also help
avoid the duplication of projects.

Another application is the Internet’s ability to provide the often
relatively rich and therefore powerful diaspora with information
from the region. This can lead to a demand for greater accountability
on the part of the government. This was one important result of

The InternetThe InternetThe InternetThe InternetThe Internet
provides a meansprovides a meansprovides a meansprovides a meansprovides a means
for independentfor independentfor independentfor independentfor independent
voices to sidestepvoices to sidestepvoices to sidestepvoices to sidestepvoices to sidestep
restrictionsrestrictionsrestrictionsrestrictionsrestrictions
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Star Radio in Liberia making available its news updates on a daily
basis on the Internet. The NGO, Search for Common Ground, is
planning to make its programming in Burundi available via the Web
in order to reach Burundians in North America and Europe who
feed funds to the rebellion or to the government.8

With few examples of direct Internet applications in humanitarian
crisis to date, the below is intended as illustration of projects that
have tried to overcome some of the limitations involved, to harness
the benefits of the Internet.

UN peacekeepers of the Nepalese Battalion, Zebkeen village, South Lebanon.
Photo: ICRC/Fred Clarke.
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When NATO’s bombing of Kosovo ended in June of 1999, the
communications infrastructure was largely destroyed.
Consequently, humanitarian agencies flooding in to provide relief
experienced great difficulty communicating and sharing
information. The idea for Internet Project Kosovo (IPKO) was to
create a self-financing Internet Service Provider (ISP) that could
initially operate as an infrastructure to meet the needs of
international organizations. The capital generated was
subsequently used to provide free access to key Kosovar civil
society institutions. In an attempt to bridge the divide between
relief and development, IPKO intended to build a lasting
infrastructure for Kosovo’s Internet and catalyse the development
of Kosovo’s technology sector.

With a donated satellite dish from Interpacket, a Californian
satellite company, and a $175,000 working capital loan from
International Rescue Committee(IRC), the project was launched.
After initial resistance, the UN Mission in Kosovo gave its
approval and IPKO began installing a wireless microwave network
in Pristina. IPKO went on line in September 1999 and proved to
be Kosovo’s only reliable communication link through the winter.

IPKO sold service to most international agencies and provided
free access to Kosovar institutions. After six months of operation,
the loan was repaid and IPKO was transformed into a local NGO
that is today completely self-sustaining.

IPKO is now the leading ISP in Kosovo, providing Internet
connection to over 100 local and international organizations. It
provides free service to more than 40 key local civil institutions
including the University of Pristina, hospitals, the National
Library, independent media and resource centres for journalists
and NGOs.9
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The implementers of IPKO were able to benefit from certain, perhaps
unique, conditions in Kosovo . Without any real form of government
restriction, and no existing ISP, IPKO faced little opposition to its
establishment and few of the difficult ethical questions that might
be relevant to future projects. For example, the humanitarian
community must be careful not to distort the telecommunications
market in host countries where local providers exist. By setting up
a shared network for humanitarian agencies, the UN can disrupt
the telecom-munications market in host countries where local
providers exist and deprive the local operators of their best
customers. One study estimates that, in Africa alone, $200 million
of the money spent each year by the UN and humanitarian agencies
on international satellite communications might otherwise be
channelled to local providers.10

While the favourable circumstances of Kosovo will not exist in every
crisis, the principles IPKO followed are relevant to other situations.
They are appropriate guidelines for almost all humanitarian media
programmes:

● build a shared network;
● rely on local capacity;
● empower locals;
● leave the network (or programme) in place after initiators leave.

At the same time, it is important not to stretch the uses of IT for the
sake of being the most modern or up-to-date technologically
advanced project. At this point, the Internet is still mostly effective
in rapidly changing situations for the development of database
projects.
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Child Connect, a joint IRC and Markle Foundation initiative,
was a shared database designed for humanitarian agencies in West
Africa to help reunify separated refugee children with their
parents. Refugees from Sierra Leone and Liberia, spread across
six countries, could access a shared database open to all the agencies
engaged in tracing in the region. However, for the project to realise
its potential, it relied on the submission of data and photographs
of unaccompanied children and search requests from parents.
Once in the system, Child Connect was designed to find matches
and notify the relevant humanitarian workers to proceed with
reunification. Without the required degree of infrastructural
connectivity, however, agencies were forced to send information
by disc, undermining the efficacy of the project.11

One of the problems of databases is that they require that agency
information be “sharable”, an on-going problem in situations where
agencies may be reluctant to pool data. Another problem is that
data collection may be limited by the need to gain the prior consent
of parties for the publication of personal information concerning
their whereabouts.

The Internet’s strength to date has been focused on development
projects, and it is worthwhile to briefly examine some of these, as
they may eventually be adapted for emergencies.

a) Strengthening local media

A number of development projects use the Internet to strengthen
independent and community-based radio stations. The aim is “to
improve their coverage of national and regional issues and to address
the digital divide with the tactic of multiplying the effectiveness of
the limited Internet access that is available.”12  This is clearly a
worthwhile model for local media in crisis situations, where news
coverage can be enhanced by better access to information on the
conflict. In particular, journalists would be able to transmit
information on how the conflict is perceived by the outside world.
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This could provide ideas to producers on framing programming on
the conflict in new and fresh ways. In addition, better access to
information, for example, on international human rights standards,
may encourage local producers to increase their coverage of such
issues.

Equipping editorial offices with the Internet should be considered
prior to the outbreak of a conflict. In acute phases, access to electricity
is problematic. Phone-lines needed for connectivity may be
disrupted. Ensuring local journalists in conflict-prone areas are able
to benefit from the Internet and transmit newly-gained knowledge
to the audience is worthwhile, but requires serious commitment
from donors. Not only is equipment required, but also adequate
training and monthly fees for Internet access.

b) Networks

Independent radio stations are increasingly using the Internet to
combat the North American and European domination of news
production. This has been achieved by setting up low-cost Internet-
based networks for exchanging news and information among
independent stations.

Agencia Informativa Pulsar, based in Ecuador, began in 1996 by
sending a daily regional news bulletin to 48 radio stations via the
Internet. Pulsar now offers a number of different services,
including audio clips in MP3 format, to 2,500 subscribers, half of
them radio stations, in more than 50 countries worldwide. Pulsar’s
news contrasts with that of the major news agencies because it is
not filtered through a US or European perspective.13

Similarily it is likely that in large geographical areas, an eventual
ability to link widely-spread local radio stations by Internet will be
a crucial advancement in the provision of accurate information on a
nation-wide basis. Once this technology is available on a low-cost
basis, many of the problems encountered in the timely distribution
of humanitarian programmes may be reduced.
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c) Gateways

Radio stations can also make creative use of programmes that serve
as gateways to the Internet, allowing the community access to
information designed for their specific needs.

Radio Yungas, a rural station in Bolivia, has a daily programme
in which listeners send in their questions. The answers used to
come from a 15-year-old encyclopaedia in the town library, but
now they come from the Internet. When a local farmer sent in a
description of an unknown worm that was eating his crops, Radio
Yungas sent the message out to a specialised electronic list. Six
hours later they had an answer from a Swede, a leading worm
specialist, in which he identified the offender and explained how
to deal with it. The answer was broadcast to the entire community,
which may certainly have been at risk from this pest.14

Although this example relates more closely to the notion of the
Internet for development, it is not unreasonable to assume that
similar techniques may have application for communities at threat
from conflict, or coping with a crisis.

A consideration of how ITs might be used in crisis situations requires
that practitioners think beyond familiar notions of the Internet.
Digital satellite receivers, produced by the company World Space,
enable data, such as radio programmes, to be downloaded from a
satellite and accessed through a laptop, or transmitted by radio to
affected populations. Such an application could help resolve the
problem of transporting programme tapes from one station to the
next in an area where such travel may be restricted by conflict or
the degradation of roads. At the same time, however, World Space
radios remain prohibitively expensive for mass distribution to the
general public.

Clearly infrastructural requirements cannot be easily removed from
the equation. Nonetheless, populations should not be denied the
possibility of access to IT by force of assumption. Craig Duncan of
ReliefWeb, a UN sponsored Web site devoted to relief and emergency
information, notes a “trickle-down” of information from those who
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have access to the Internet to those without access.
He contends that many of the site’s clients are from local populations
that might normally be considered to be lacking access to the
Internet. 15

Even the problem of illiteracy can be overcome to a certain extent
through the use of networking, where key figures can download
information and pass it by word of mouth, thus reaching the majority
who are unlikely to have computers of their own.16

It is clear that the information age and the use of IT will have an
important impact on the flow of information to and from, and
communication within crisis areas. Practitioners and policy makers
must carefully reflect on how best to ensure that populations in
need are no longer denied the opportunity to benefit from the latest
technological advancements. The United Nations Transitional
Administration in East Timor (UNTAET), the UN’s peacekeeping
operation in East Timor, has been searching for new uses for IT
innovations in crisis areas.
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Information technology and Internet innovations for peace-building operations
by Heather O’Brien

It is essential that information technology (IT)
operations be set up early in the conflict resolution
phase, rather than waiting for organizations that
specialise in long-term development programmes
in post-conflict situations. Traditional areas of
peace operations, such as provision of security,
return of refugees, national reconciliation and
elections, could significantly benefit from an
infusion of IT.

Effective use of new e-tools is even more essential
in peace operations which extend into uncharted
waters, such as transitional administrations in East
Timor and Kosovo. Mandates requiring fast
institution-building, broad national administration
and reconstruction, and the provision of public
services could benefit greatly from cost-saving
packet-switched communications systems that
support Voice over Internet Protocol (VOIP) and
data traffic. The Internet alone could provide
opportunities for telemedicine, distance education
and the creation of a public e-banking system
where relatives abroad could safely send money
to refugees at home. Opening channels of
communication is the first step toward national
reconciliation.

In East Timor our achievements as a transitional
administration included perhaps the first
exclusively mission-run web site — www.gov.east-
timor.org. We hired and trained IT professionals
for the East Timorese Civil Service. Since January
2000, UNTAET has managed the first Internet
Service Provider (ISP) in East Timor using a 128K
satellite connection via the company Singtel,
together with UNDP and its regional project, the
Asia Pacific Development Information Programme

(APDIP). This wireless ISP aims to provide the
first post-conflict Internet access to the public and
the development community.

A peace operation has a long-term commitment
to the public it serves. Smart use of IT can ensure
the sustainable success of a mission. Through IT,
a UN peace operation can help to prevent a digital
divide between the public it serves and the IT-
fortified relief operation. It can help in the long
term to close the likely digital divide between the
war-torn nation and developed countries

The golden IT project in East Timor focuses on
district connectivity. The plan is for UNTAET to
create a community cyber center in all 13 districts
using a satellite-based IP network that would
provide comprehensive low-cost communication
services to the public, including Internet telephony
(voice), the Internet and cyber-post. UNTAET staff
and East Timorese civil servant graduates from
an IT and Internet Academy could search the
Internet for information needed by villagers. This
could include irrigation techniques, aid for failing
crops, or weather forecasts. Village doctors and
nurses could benefit from telemedicine.Teachers
nationwide could develop a national curriculum on-
line.

Functioning as the first in a series of potential e-
job centres, these facilities could enable some of
the 80% unemployed in East Timor to earn a living
through data entry.

The media potential, from print to broadcast to
video, is vast. District connectivity could be one
of UNTAET’s greatest contributions to empowering
the local community.

Heather O’Brien was Communications Officer for United Nations Peacekeeping Operations in East THeather O’Brien was Communications Officer for United Nations Peacekeeping Operations in East THeather O’Brien was Communications Officer for United Nations Peacekeeping Operations in East THeather O’Brien was Communications Officer for United Nations Peacekeeping Operations in East THeather O’Brien was Communications Officer for United Nations Peacekeeping Operations in East Timimimimimororororor
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Refugees from Banja Luka arrive in Croatia.
Photo: UNHCR/25119/08.1995/R. LeMoyne
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Rehabilitation and reconsruction project in Mozambique, supported by the World Food Programme.
Photo: WFP/S. Errington
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Chapter V:
Developing effective
humanitarian programme content

Many variables determine whether an information programme is
deemed trustworthy by the community it is designed to serve. While
format and presentation are two key factors, it is content which will
ensure the programme’s credibility as an impartial, respected medium
of communication. One of the greatest challenges is gaining access
to accurate information through international agencies, NGOs, and
national agencies working in the field and military sources. The
programme must then process this information in a professional
and journalistically sound manner. To avoid any ambiguity, it is
worth establishing a clear editorial policy from the start.

1. Editorial policy

Many of the international and local staff that will participate in an
information project will have a journalistic background. This may
represent various levels of aptitude but in nearly every society today,
journalism has come to symbolise at least some representation of
the “fourth estate”. This means the media serves as an independent
watchdog, operating in the service of the public.

Establishing a media project as a partner in the relief effort or as a
tool for peace-building may not sit well with those journalists who
believe their job consists of “exposing” shortcomings of emergency
operations, regardless of the consequences to the local population.
While the programme should not shy away from reporting obvious
weaknesses, their aim, nevertheless, is to ensure that the affected
population obtains information that helps them better cope with
crises.
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In an acute conflict situation, remaining politically unbiased is likely
to be a requisite for the survival of the project. To say that any
programme is “non-political”, however, is also ambiguous, as
“politics” can mean any number of things to different individuals.
In most cases, however, humanitarian programming may aim to
avoid extensive coverage of political events, whether local, national
or international – unless they impact directly on the humanitarian
activities at hand.

a) Impartiality

All humanitarian activities, including media projects, should aim to
be impartial in times of crisis. According to the Sphere Project’s
Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Disaster
Response, impartial assistance implies that, “assistance is given on
the basis of need alone and makes no distinction as to race, creed,
nationality, sex, age, physical or mental disability”. 1  This also applies
to media projects which run a great risk of being perceived by local
populations as partisan. Clearly the amount of programming allotted
to any given language group will create potential difficulties if not
handled carefully.

Immediately following the ceasefire in Kosovo, Media Action
International began radio programming in Pristina in both the
Serb and Albanian languages. One of the greatest difficulties was
convincing the Kosovar Albanian journalist team that the Serb
population also had a right to news programming. Although there
was a general understanding among Kosovar Albanian journalists
that emergency supplies, such as food, should be distributed to
the Serb community, many rejected idea that Serbs had a right to
information. One suggestion from the Albanian-speaking team
included restricting the length of news broadcasts to the Serb-
speaking population in proportion to their representation within
the province. For example, their reasoning went, if an Albanian
humanitarian news bulletin were ten minutes then the Serb bulletin
should be one minute because Albanians represent 90% of the
population, and the Serbs 10%! 2
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Impartiality also means giving equal airtime to varying viewpoints,
often within the international relief community. The UNHCR, for
example, may maintain a position on the repatriation of refugees
that another agency, such as Médécins sans Frontières, may oppose.
One might assume that the role of humanitarian information
programmes is to ensure that both points are fairly represented.
This journalistic approach must be carefully considered in a
humanitarian context. To what extent should the affected population
be alerted to disagreements within the relief community? Would
the sharing of opposing viewpoints create confusion among the
audience? Are there serious repercussions for the population if one
position rather than the other is adopted? These are the types of
decision programme editors will have to consider, ideally in
consultation with local partners.

Project SPEAR reporter interviews Kosovar refugees in Kukes, Albania.
Photo: Media Action International
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b) Objectivity and neutrality

The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement maintains
neutrality as a fundamental principle. Its handbook notes that “in
order to continue to enjoy the confidence of all, the Movement may
not take sides in hostilities or engage at any time in controversies of
a political, racial, religious or ideological nature”.3

Likewise, the term “objectivity” has long underpinned the principles
of modern journalism. Not taking sides has come to mean standing
a few steps away from the story, casting a neutral pair of eyes on the
event and then reporting the facts. But what is the role of objectivity
in a crisis situation? Can a humanitarian information programme
be objective or neutral in the face of massive human rights abuses,
or genocide, or ethnic intolerance? Should it even attempt to do so?

Many of the past decade’s conflicts, particularly in the Balkans, have
involved massive human rights abuses. By intervening in the crisis,
the international community has taken a stand against such abuses.
In the same manner, any humanitarian information programme will
ipso facto find itself in the position of supporting the basic principles
of international humanitarian law and human rights conventions
which may be directly violated by one or both sides in the conflict.

At the same time, the humanitarian programme should not alienate
any side of the population because of its political affiliation.
Programme editors should seek to offer the affected population an
opportunity to express their views on the crisis at hand.
The challenge is how fairly to offer different points of view an
equitable amount of airtime, particularly if they have obvious
political overtones.

Taking a stance in favour of democratic values, respect for human
rights, ethnic and minority tolerance, may be seen as a violation of
objective journalism values by some. But in the case of a
humanitarian crisis or tense post-conflict situation, it is hardly
possible to assume a “neutral” role. It would be neither possible
nor ethical to remain neutral in the face of the violations of
international law which prompted humanitarian intervention in the
first place.
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Even so, it is crucial to remember that journalists presenting the
programmes must guard against even hinting at any sort of political
persuasion. It will be up to the local editor to ensure that the
programme itself is not hijacked by individuals seeking to promote
their own political agendas. This is an important challenge and one
that must be constantly met.

c) Credibility

Gaining the trust of the affected population is an essential step in
humanitarian and post-conflict programming. To achieve this, the
information presented must be credible. Credibility means more
than just accuracy. It means that the source of the information is
believed, and the presentation of the information is done in such a
way as to inspire confidence.

Imposing information on populations tends to backfire – audiences
are more likely to accept news and information from a source they
already know and trust. But, despite all indications pointing to local
broadcasters being the best sources of humanitarian information in
times of crisis, there are clear exceptions. In the Balkans, Deutsche
Welle was considered by the local population as the most trusted
and credible news broadcaster.4

Credibility can be achieved if audiences feel a sense of ownership.
So the programme or station must seek to offer what audiences want
or need. Extensive consultation with target populations prior to a
project’s inception is clearly vital for ensuring credibility.

Projects should:

● ensure project visibility and publish the name and address of
the organization for feedback;

● continue participatory feedback and act on it;

● never harbour hidden agendas, as these will be noticed and shred
a programme’s trustworthiness.

These steps will help ensure that the content of the programme
remains credible with the audience, provided programming is
consistently accurate, and perceived as unbiaised.

Credibility meansCredibility meansCredibility meansCredibility meansCredibility means
that the source ofthat the source ofthat the source ofthat the source ofthat the source of
the information isthe information isthe information isthe information isthe information is
believedbelievedbelievedbelievedbelieved
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d) Accuracy

The repercussions of inaccurate information will be particularly
serious in a crisis situation. Telling a population that a road is clear
of mines when it is not, or that a water source is potable when it
may, in fact, be infected with a deadly disease, has obvious
consequences and underlines the responsibility of humanitarian
information programming.

The rumour mill is rife during crises and a key objective of proactive
programming should be to combat rumours and help establish a
medium for transmitting accurate data. But accuracy can mean
different things to different people. Levels of safety or standards of
hygiene may vary according to sources, so it is up to the project
team to set procedures to ensure accuracy.

Establishing a system of double-sourcing is one of the best ways to
confirm that information received is accurate, but this may be
constraining in situations where time is limited. Instead,
programmers can work in partnership with specialised agencies.
Never should a reporter go to a refugee camp, for example, and
simply draw conclusions about the situation without gaining detailed
information from reliable sources.

In nearly every crisis, there will be operators specialised in, for
example, health, nutrition, safety, logistics, transportation, sanitation
or children’s issues. If NGOs are co-ordinated by a lead agency
such as the UNHCR, one approach would be to work with this co-
ordinating body.

If misinformation is broadcast, it is important to rectify the story as
quickly as possible and, if necessary, to alert relevant authorities so
they can take steps to mitigate any consequences. Just one mistake,
however, could jeopardise the entire credibility of the programme.
So constant vigilance is needed to ensure that accuracy is the guiding
principle of all information programmes.

A key objective isA key objective isA key objective isA key objective isA key objective is
to combat rumoursto combat rumoursto combat rumoursto combat rumoursto combat rumours
and transmitand transmitand transmitand transmitand transmit
accurate dataaccurate dataaccurate dataaccurate dataaccurate data
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e) External political pressures

At some stage of a humanitarian or post-conflict intervention, the
information programme may come under external pressure. This
might be local authorities eager to control content, or international
agencies keen to ensure that reports about their activities take
precedence. Another may be donor pressure to impose editorial
influence on content.

Humanitarian aid is a competitive business. Agencies jockey for
donor support and strive to co-ordinate or lead their fields. Media
projects  should aim to rise above this and serve as a communication
vehicle for all relevant stakeholders.

By maintaining a policy of constant transparency, the programme
may be able to avoid attempts to thwart its editorial independence.
The project manager and editor should keep partner agencies and
the intended audience informed about how information is gathered,
processed and disseminated. Another approach would be to establish
an ombudsman panel, before which those who feel unfairly
represented could take their complaints.

Womens’ rights discussion programme, local West Bank television.
Photo: Panos Pictures/Giacomo Pirozzi
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2. Programme formats

The ebola outbreak in northern Uganda during 2000 led to
potentially conflicting programme formats. The National Health
Ministry ran a series of public service programmes which, to the ear
of professional western communications specialists, sounded too
long, wordy and circuitous. Their initial suggestion that messages
be designed as short, snappy public service announcements (PSAs)
was countered by the Health Ministry’s argument that Ugandans
prefer longer health programmes to shorter messages. A compromise
was reached whereby longer programming was broadcast at the same
time as shorter PSAs. Unfortunately, no assessment was carried out
to determine which approach was more successful in transmitting
information about the disease to the target audience.5

The delivery of relevant information can take many forms, but it is
of utmost importance that programme formats are culturally suitable
for the affected population. Attempts to impose unfamiliar
programming risk being rejected.

Programmes demonstrating cultural sensitivity will likely be
appreciated as a genuine effort to understand the needs and concerns
of the audience. Broadcasting in the local language will obviously
help. But it may not always be possible. A recent health
communications initiative for Chechen refugees in Ingushetia, for
example, has been designed in the Russian language, to circumvent
potential security restrictions.

Designing programmes in a way which underscores the cultural
specificity of the target audience entails a thorough understanding
of the population. The needs assessment will provide initial
information. But pre-testing programmes with a sample audience
will point towards any adjustments needed.

Every aspect of an information programme – the catch-phrase of a
jingle, the layout of a newsletter, a signature tune – can be pre-tested,
even in an emergency situation. The best means of capturing attention
is by knowing the audience’s preferences and catering to them.

Pre-test allPre-test allPre-test allPre-test allPre-test all
aspects ofaspects ofaspects ofaspects ofaspects of
informationinformationinformationinformationinformation
programmes,programmes,programmes,programmes,programmes,
even in emergencyeven in emergencyeven in emergencyeven in emergencyeven in emergency
situationssituationssituationssituationssituations
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a) Humanitarian news bulletins

A humanitarian news bulletin is designed to provide short, concise
summaries of the main humanitarian news of the day. In a radio
project, it is likely to be the lead of the programme and should be
approached in the same manner as any regular news broadcast.

Knowing how to prioritise stories is critical in developing a news
bulletin strategy. The gatekeeper function of the journalist is
particularly noteworthy in a crisis and decisions over which
humanitarian news stories to cover may have important
repercussions for the audience. Criteria for selecting humanitarian
news stories include:

Criteria Examples

● Potentially widespread impact on ● Repatriation programme begins
audience

● Development which changes a ● Food distribution system changes
major aspect of audience’s life
or livelihood

● Move that represents a crucial ● Aid agencies withdraw from dangerous
policy shift region

● Emergency information with ● Outbreak of cholera in water sources
potentially life-saving
consequences
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The above examples are fairly obvious top news stories, but tough
choices may have to be made in the face of a multitude of news
reports. Particularly in the early stages of a crisis, it is important to
liaise closely with relief officials to ensure that the humanitarian
news reporting reflects the priorities of the relief effort. At the same
time, bulletins should reflect the response of the affected population
to the crisis.

b) Features

The challenge of producing humanitarian features is to make them
both informative and entertaining. A variety of options are available
and, for radio programming, it will be important to use as many
varied feature and programming formats as possible. To capture the
audience’s attention and keep them tuning in, programmes need to
compete with other media, which may include satellite TV, play-
stations and music radio channels. But it’s possible, with an upbeat
style and high technical standards, to become part of an entertaining
and informative media culture.

Features may include half-hour documentaries, examining a variety
of issues, with a multitude of speakers, and locations. Or a feature
may be a three-minute interview with a particular individual. Even
in rudimentary production studios, the technical quality of the
feature should not detract from the content. At the same time,
features should aim to be topical, and entertaining. The concept of
“just filling air-time” can be detrimental in a crisis, as audiences will
tune out if they are exposed to irrelevant or poorly produced
programmes while waiting for the news of the day.

MakeMakeMakeMakeMake
humanitarianhumanitarianhumanitarianhumanitarianhumanitarian
features bothfeatures bothfeatures bothfeatures bothfeatures both
informative andinformative andinformative andinformative andinformative and
entertainingentertainingentertainingentertainingentertaining
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Making emergency programmes entertaining
by Brian Anderson

In commercial radio we are well used to a fight
and the rules are very simple. No audience – no
pay. Get an audience or go drive a truck. The
“audience” is never simply there. It must never be
taken for granted. You must fight for it each
moment. What you do must be relevant to the
lives of the people you are trying to attract.

Kosovo was an education. I arrived in Pristina a
few weeks after the end of the NATO bombing to
help set up a daily information programme in
Albanian and another in Serbian. To put things
simply, the programmes were intended to help
broken people put their lives back together. For a
programme-maker, this was an exciting
opportunity.

During an emergency, people truly need
information. There is a ready-made audience and
they need to know what is happening and how
things will affect them and their families However,
emergency situations change very quickly. Every-
one wants to get back to normality and the air in
Kosovo very quickly became filled with music. One
of the things that surprised me most about Kosovo
in the few weeks after the bombing was the inten-
sity that music seemed to have. It seemed to be
everywhere, in the streets and bars, on the radio.

As the situation changed, there was an increasing
danger that the programmes we were making

would say all the right things in the wrong way,
and the audience would simply disappear as people
tuned into music. As time goes on, it becomes
more and more important to produce
programming in a professional way, to make it
sound more attractive and to maintain and build
the audience. During an emergency you may have
a ready-made audience, but you must use this
short time to build a reputation for what you’re
doing. As the situation changes, you must change
with it.

People in Kosovo have grown up with state-
controlled media. Media in a “western” society is
a mirror to the population. We may not always
like what we hear and see but it is hard to argue
against something that is real and has an
“audience”. If you have a message to sell there is
no point telling it to those who already know. You
must “communicate” it to those who do not.

It is a simple fact that most people in most
countries switch on the radio for entertainment
as much as they do for information. You could
say that after or during a war people simply need
some escapism and even some fun, especially
young people. This doesn’t conflict with informa-
tion broadcasting at all. You must simply tailor
the message to the medium and that can be fun.

Brian Anderson is an independent radio producer/trainer working in the Balkans, China and South AfricaBrian Anderson is an independent radio producer/trainer working in the Balkans, China and South AfricaBrian Anderson is an independent radio producer/trainer working in the Balkans, China and South AfricaBrian Anderson is an independent radio producer/trainer working in the Balkans, China and South AfricaBrian Anderson is an independent radio producer/trainer working in the Balkans, China and South Africa
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A woman and her severely malnourished baby in Bong Mines, Liberia.
Photo: UNICEF/95-0201/Giacomo Pirozzi
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Chapter VI:
Targeted programming

In any crisis, certain priority issues may warrant special programmes.
As protecting human life is a primary objective in humanitarian
initiatives, ensuring affected populations have access to clear and
accurate information about health and security will be vital.
Identifying credible sources of information is the first step in
delivering trustworthy content to the target audience.

1. Tackling public health issues in crises

Humanitarian information programming is likely to focus
substantially on public health issues. In the developing world, more
than 80% of deaths and the majority of injuries caused by conflict
are suffered by civilians. Disease is also more rampant during times
of conflict. Peter Piot, Executive Director of UNAIDS, recognises
that “HIV spreads fastest wherever poverty, social disenfranchise-
ment and instability prevail. And nowhere are all these conditions
more extreme than in complex emergencies... women and girls find
themselves coerced into sex to gain access to basic needs such as
food, shelter, and security. In addition, women and children are at
heightened risk of violence, including rape.” 1

In many conflict areas, health services are disrupted, and the focus
shifts from preventive to curative care. Health-care workers are often
forced to work under repressive and dangerous conditions. In
Rwanda, during the mid-1990s, an estimated 80% of medical
professionals either fled the country or were killed in the fighting,
including many traditional healers. Disease spreads more rapidly in
displaced persons and refugee camps, as a massive cholera epidemic
in newly established camps in Zaire in 1994 demonstrated.2  When
medical services are limited or absent, mass information programmes
can help ensure crucial health information reaches target populations.
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In this context, humanitarian information programming may
support health initiatives in the emergency phase. In a post-crisis
environment, providing relevant information helps an affected
population assume responsibility for its own health care.

a) General health awareness

The ICRC notes that in an emergency situation, the following public
health programmes are likely to be initiated, particularly among
displaced and refugee populations:

● food provision and promotion of good nutrition, including
supplementary feeding programmes;

● adequate provision of safe water and basic sanitation
measures;

● waste disposal;
● protection against the cold;
● preventive care for mothers and infants;
● immunization;
● communicable disease control (prevention and control of

local epidemics);
● treatment of common diseases and lesions;
● provision of essential drugs.3

In all the above areas, health education by mass media can support
preventive and primary health care management strategies. In some
situations, national health education programmes may already be
in place and can be used as a base resource for emergency
programming. But medical needs during crises (war wounds, for
example) often differ from conventional health needs.

Media projects can also offer an indirect way of dealing with special
health needs. For example, providing information for women on
reproductive health may be an essential role for media projects. This
is because women of reproductive age – estimated to be 25% of any
conflict-affected group – may be reluctant to request information
on such issues, even when their health is at risk.

In addition, auxillary health issues, such as the environment, can be
addressed through a health information campaign. Subjects may
include the importance of burning rubbish, or maintenance of
refugee camps.
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As with other forms of programming, health broadcasts should be
based on partnerships with medical organizations which have a
professional and thorough understanding of the local context. One
development communications model followed in Mali, where radio
producers co-operated with health officials to produce a series of
radio spots on the benefits of breastfeeding, is a good example of
working in close partnership.4

Successful health programming recognises the validity of local
perceptions of health and illness. International relief organizations
which arrive in a disaster situation may inadvertently dismiss local
understanding of health as ignorant. It is important that target
audiences are able to feed back into public health programmes to
ensure that their experiences and local perceptions of health are
reflected in the programmes. It will also be necessary to ascertain
where the target audience gets most of its information, in order to
build upon existing sources. Health programmes should be designed
to incorporate both traditional and modern medical practices so
that the programmes are meaningful within the framework of the
audience’s own range of possible actions.

Vulnerable groups nutrition intervention – World Food Programme, Malawi.
Photo: WFP/Crispin Hughes
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b) Psychosocial needs

“Psychosocial” is a term becoming increasingly employed in
connection with the negative effects of war and catastrophe on the
mental health of affected populations. The psychological impact of
war has dramatic consequences for the functioning of society as a
whole, yet this dimension of conflict can be under-estimated or
overshadowed by a concentration on the physical logistics of
emergency relief.

Without doubt, however, psychosocial issues play an important role
in health programming in crisis areas. Making sense out of situations
which are seemingly senseless, and helping individuals re-establish
control over their lives, are essential components of mental health
work in conflict and post-conflict societies. Educating populations
about the symptoms of trauma is a necessary step in helping
individuals come to terms with their experiences. Popular forms of
communication, such as radio, would seem to offer an important
means of facilitating this process. But the use of radio and other
forms of mass communication for disseminating mental health
education is proving controversial.

Some experts argue that mental health issues need personal attention
for any impact to be felt – they are far too complicated for mass
communications approaches. But such a lengthy, clinical approach
to psychosocial trauma is unlikely – on its own – to meet the need
in conflict situations such as Congo or the Balkans, where hundreds
of thousands of people may have been emotionally disturbed by
social upheaval. A more realistic option may be a mass approach,
and mass media is the most likely vehicle for such a campaign.

Even so, developing mass media as a vehicle for mental health work
is still very much in a conceptual phase. Additional research and
consultation between communication professionals and mental
health experts is needed to formulate an appropriate methodology
for conflict areas. But the few programmes which have been
successfully produced so far lend hope that, in future, media-based
psychosocial initiatives may be more welcome in the future.

Making sense ofMaking sense ofMaking sense ofMaking sense ofMaking sense of
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Voice of America: Psychosocial programming for Rwanda
by Loretta Hieber

In autumn 1996, the Kinyarwanda service of the
Voice of America broadcast a twelve-part series
on mental health issues in Rwanda. The three-
minute segments were produced by an
international journalist in co-operation with
physicians at Harvard University’s Program in
Refugee Trauma and were designed to offer basic
education to listeners about the effects of
psychosocial trauma on individuals and families.
The programming suggested coping strategies for
listeners and reassured them that, following the
stressful events of the previous two years,
apparently troubled behaviour could be considered
a normal response and likely to pass.

Subjects in the 12-part series focused on issues
such as dealing with the death of a family member
and awareness of the special needs of the elderly
in crisis situations. Audience response was
surprising: the VOA reported that it received fax

messages from Kigali requesting additional
programming.

The approach taken by the Harvard University team
centred on the idea that gaining an understanding
about one’s situation was the first step towards
coming to terms with what had happened. This,
eventually, could help lead to recovery. Pro-
grammes were designed to be simple and
undramatic in delivery, avoiding any potential
exploitation of victims’ experience on air. By
providing basic education, rather than any attempt
at counselling, the initiative was a generic first
attempt to ensure that local populations in crisis
have access to informative programming about
their plight. The programmes could have been even
more effective had they emanated from a local
source, but this approach was not possible at the
time.

Loretta Hieber was a Fellow at HarLoretta Hieber was a Fellow at HarLoretta Hieber was a Fellow at HarLoretta Hieber was a Fellow at HarLoretta Hieber was a Fellow at Harvard University’vard University’vard University’vard University’vard University’s Program in Refugee Ts Program in Refugee Ts Program in Refugee Ts Program in Refugee Ts Program in Refugee Trauma in 1996rauma in 1996rauma in 1996rauma in 1996rauma in 1996
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2.  Special programmes for children

Over the last decade, an estimated two million children have been
killed in conflict situations, one million have been made orphans,
over six million have been seriously injured or permanently disabled,
and countless numbers have been left with grave psychological
trauma.5  Children are in special need of programmes designed to
support them during times of great upheaval.

a) Child health during emergencies

Long-term conflicts have devastating effects on the health of children.
During the 1980s, two to three million Afghan children are estimated
to have died from infectious diseases, malnutrition, diarrhoeal
diseases, short birth intervals, poor infant weanings and feeding
practices and misuse of medicines. During the five years of civil war
in Mozambique, an estimated 320,000 people (many of them
children) died of easily preventable or curable diseases.6

Many deaths might have been prevented by health education and
relevant information being disseminated.

Feeding centre for Rwandan refugees, Kisangani region.
Photo: UNHCR/27038/04.1997/R. Chalasani
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Most children caught in conflict die because of its public health
effects, rather than being killed in the crossfire. Often, lack of access
to simple medicines may be the cause.

Promoting the health of children in crisis through the media can
even have an impact on belligerents, provided there is enough good
will on both sides. From 1985-87, El Salvador’s Catholic church
acted as an intermediary for UNICEF and other health officials to
broker a ceasefire for three days each year to facilitate the vaccination
of 80% of all children.7  Media played an essential role in alerting
the population to the vaccination event. Similar projects have been
carried out in Lebanon and Afghanistan – each time, the role of
broadcast media was essential.

In Afghanistan, during November 1994, WHO, UNICEF and
local NGOs undertook the biggest health campaign since war
broke out 14 years earlier. The BBC publicised details of the
vaccination campaign in the Persian and Pashto languages and
appealed to warlords to cease hostilities. One million children
and 300,000 mothers were vaccinated in peaceful conditions. The
mass immunization exercise was repeated twice over the next two
years with near-complete ceasefires holding. While the BBC’s
broadcasts may not have been the only catalysts of ceasefire, there
is little doubt that, without mass awareness of the goals of the
immunization campaigns, fighters would have been less willing
to lay down their guns, if only for a few days.8

In general, humanitarian information programmes for child health
will likely focus on the prevention of disease or injuries. One of the
greatest killers of children worldwide is diarrhoea and information
dissemination is crucial in ensuring that populations are alerted to
the dangers of consuming contaminated water and food. Directing
programmes towards those caring for children is a sensible approach.

Besides programming focused on disease prevention, media projects
may specifically alert children to fatal dangers. Landmines, for
example, kill or injure approximately 800 children each month
worldwide. 9  Radio, in particular, is effective for landmine awareness
programming.
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In Afghanistan, tens of thousands of small anti-personnel mines,
blanket-dropped from aircraft during the Soviet–Afghan war, have
caused many deaths and amputations because Afghan children
think they look like butterflies or toy birds. The BBC’s New
Home, New Life radio soap opera uses child characters to discuss
this issue in Afghanistan. One storyline warned against collecting
scrap metal due to the dangers of unexploded ordnance (UXO).
Another story recounted how one of the production’s young and
very popular characters coped with life after his lower leg was
blown off while ploughing the family’s fields. Evaluation has
shown that many young, disabled listeners were encouraged by
the example.10

b) Psychosocial programming for children

Children who suffer stress from exposure to war-related violence
or displacement react in different ways. They may feel depressed,
show signs of anxiety, or become aggressive. They may suffer from
insomnia or have nightmares. They may complain of headaches or
stomach aches, or show no interest in play. They may have problems
learning. A study conducted in Lebanon in 1988 by the International
Peace Research Association found that over 90% of children had
been exposed to shelling or combat, 50% had witnessed violent acts
such as physical injury, intimidation, or the death of a friend, and
26% had lost someone close to them. All of these can be considered
traumatic war experiences potentially resulting in psychological
disturbances11.

Often, an important factor in determining the efficacy of programmes
which aim to support children affected by crises will be the
programme’s ability to reach as many children as possible. In this
sense, mass media can play an important role in both supporting
projects in the field, and educating families about the effects of stress
on children.

Media are tools of socialisation, and therefore programming can
aim to help mitigate the effects of psychosocial distress on children.
It is through the socialisation process that individuals become
functioning members of society. In conflict situations, this process

Mass media canMass media canMass media canMass media canMass media can
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may be disrupted and the social development of children risks being
arrested. Well-conceived media programmes which distract children
from painful experiences and help foster better relations between
children and their communities can aim to play a significant role in
the socialization process.

In Rwanda, for example, UNICEF developed a community-based
trauma recovery programme which used culturally appropriate
methods of expression such as story telling, role playing, drawing
and journal keeping. This was done in an effort to help Rwandan
children begin the process of integrating bad memories and intrusive
images into their lives so that they could begin to rebuild a sense of
hopefulness about the future.12

No media project should attempt to assume the role of  “counsellor”
for psychosocially-troubled children, or adults for that matter. Nor
should it exploit the experiences of interviewees by having them
needlessly recount their stories on the air. An ideal role for

Two children in a poor neighbourhood of Guayaquil, Ecuador.
Photo: UNICEF/5316/Jeremy Horner
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programmes would be educational, informing caregivers and
children about some of the tools available to help children recover
from their experiences.

Research has indicated that responding as soon as possible is key to
helping promote the emotional well-being of children in crisis.13

One way to begin the process of psychosocial rehabilitation would
be to ensure that media programming, from the outset, targets
families and caregivers with information on the likely emotional
effects of conflict on children. Appropriate topics for broadcasting
could include focusing on the special psychological needs of children
during crisis: for example, the importance of keeping a child within
the family unit (rather than fracturing the group), or the benefits of
holding and touching the child when he or she is scared.
Programming may also help families understand why their children
are behaving in unfamiliar ways, and offer them suggestions on how
to cope with changed behaviour.

Girls in La Saline, Port-au-Prince’s shantytown, Haiti.
Photo: UNICEF/94-0733/Nicole Toutounji
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Providing children with the possibility to express themselves and
to feel affection and trust will contribute more than anything else to
their psychological recovery.14  Special programming can encourage
families to make time for children to describe their feelings, and
suggest ways in which parents or caregivers can listen better to their
children. Programmes can also ensure that families understand the
need for children to play out their experiences as a means of
understanding the abnormal situation they have encountered. But
programme producers must recognise that they are not qualified to
interview children about severely traumatic experiences. Interviews
carried out by reporters who are not adequately trained, during
which children recall atrocities they have experienced, can inflict
additional psychological damage on children and leave them
defenceless.15

As always, media programmes should be firmly rooted in the local
culture, and top-down programming ought to be avoided. When
possible, children should be allowed to become active players in
programme content, so that their voices can reach the ears of their
young compatriots. Programming should strive to ignite children’s
imaginations and focus their energies on positive activities. Projects
for children which highlight recreational activities have proved very
effective in helping the rehabilitation and reintegration process.16

c) Protecting children’s rights in war

The concept that children should be considered a “zone of peace”
is, unfortunately, far from the reality in most contemporary conflicts.
There are an estimated 20 million children displaced by war within
and outside their countries.17

Besides focusing specifically on children’s physical and mental health,
media projects can also be designed to help protect the rights of
children in war zones.

Media projects targeting children are likely to become increasingly
important components of humanitarian and post-conflict media
initiatives. In an effort to reach the target audience effectively,
programmes undertaken on behalf of youth should be produced,
as far as possible, by young people.
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Recruitment and child soldiers

An estimated 300,000 child soldiers are engaged in armed conflict in
the world today. Although numerous media programmes have
highlighted the dangers of child soldiering, most have been one-off
productions by western broadcasters. Undoubtedly, this, along with
the efforts of NGOs such as the Coalition to Ban Child Soldiers,
has done much to sensitise the world to the plight of child soldiers.
But such media attention will have had little impact on the attitudes
of communities where child soldiers are recruited, or indeed on the
fate of child soldiers themselves. How can humanitarian and post-
conflict information projects play a role in this context?

Reaching child soldiers through the media is an extremely
complicated task. Children in armed forces are unlikely to have access
to radio programming which would alert them to their rights. Even
if they did, listening to such programming would be dangerous and
could lead to serious repercussions for the children. Radio or other
media might be more useful in alerting communities to the threat of
children being kidnapped for soldiering, and the dangers they will
face if recruited.

In many cultures where youngsters are an integral part of armed
forces, there is a real need to encourage populations to respect the
concept of “childhood” as inviolable. Media projects may be more
effective focusing on traditional values protecting children rather
than emphasising international treaties on the rights of children.

Part of the dilemma facing child-soldiers is that they risk being
marginalised by their communities once they are demobilised. This
“demonisation” may be combated by engaging former child soldiers
as an integral part of programming. Their voices could potentially
lend authenticity and may promote better relations between child
soldiers and their communities – provided programming addresses
the issues most relevant to both groups in a non-threatening and
constructive manner. As always, media programmers must seek out
partner agencies experienced at working with child soldiers to ensure
the information disseminated is practical and relevant in the local
context.

The themes of these programmes could vary from encouraging
respect for the rules of war to offering hope about the prospects of
rehabilitation once demobilisation has occurred. Media projects,
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however, should never suggest actions on the part of the child
(e.g. escaping or returning home) which could lead to the child facing
subsequent punishment.

Reintegration into society after time spent in an armed unit represents
one of the greatest challenges faced by child soldiers. Youngsters
may have been exposed to or forced to commit atrocities as a means
of excluding them from their communities and complicating any
return to normal life. The psychological effects may only emerge
months later.

The right to education

Many conflict-affected children are denied the opportunity to receive
any education until long into the post-conflict or rehabilitation
phase. Yet education can play a crucial role in helping children
withstand the effects of a crisis situation. It is vital that the potential
of generations of children is not lost due to conflicts. Media projects
can help play a role in ensuring that opportunities to stimulate young
minds are not passed over.

The BBC/Media Action International partnership project, REACH
(Radio Education for Afghan Children), is an attempt to ensure
children’s educational needs continue to be met despite a 20-year

Displaced children in improvised classroom, Luanda.
Photo: WFP/Chris Sattlberger
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REACH: Radio Education for Afghan Children
by Keith Ricketts

Using the popular medium of BBC radio, REACH aims
to reach children aged 9-13, throughout Afghanistan,
who have little or no access to either formal or non-
formal education. A team of 21 Afghan writer/producers,
based in Peshawar, Pakistan, has been trained to
produce radio programmes that will engage children’s
interest and help them learn. The series of programmes,
entitled Our world, our future, is designed to broaden
children’s horizons by stimulating their imagination and
their desire to learn, using lively drama, interviews,
games, poems and songs. The 15-minute programmes
include activities which make children active participants
in their own learning. The programmes move away from
“telling” children facts to engaging their natural desire
to learn about the world around them. The series is
designed to be effective and enjoyable without any
printed support material, given the difficulties of
distributing such material in a war-torn country like
Afghanistan.

Programmes are presented daily containing information
about Afghanistan’s culture and history, as well as
covering present day concerns such as mine awareness
and health education. Each day the programmes have
a different focus.

Stories for living: enjoyable stories aimed to stimulate
the imagination and help children learn an important
lesson about life, such as co-operation or respecting
the rights of others. The dramatized stories include a
tale about a boy who takes wood from a bridge to use
as firewood and the consequences both for his own
family and the whole community. In another
programme, a group of girls fall out over their dolls but
eventually learn a valuable lesson about jealousy and
the resolving of conflict.

Curtain of secrets: in this programme a curtain is lifted
on a secret about the physical world around Afghan
children and how they can use this knowledge in their
everyday lives. Topics include: boosting mine awareness
by highlighting the dangers of touching unknown
objects; how night becomes day; and, why we catch
colds. This strand uses drama, games and real-life
interviews to achieve its learning aims.

Faces and places:  a series of feature programmes
which convey information about places in Afghanistan
and stories of people who in the past or today have
contributed, in whatever way, to the development of
Afghanistan. We hear from a blind girl who attends
school with sighted children and, in her spare time,
types Braille books to earn extra income for her family.
We meet the boys who work in and around the Kabul
bus station. And we travel to Lashkhargar to visit a
marble factory and hear how marble is cut and polished.

The pedlar’s bag: a magazine programme aimed at
younger listeners (aged 6-10). It includes stories, word
and numeracy games, jokes, riddles, and information
about health and personal safety. The pedlar travels to
a different village or town each week and produces
surprises from his bag which delight the children he
meets. The surprises help them learn to count and
discover facts about the world.

Castle of a thousand windows: a magazine programme
for older listeners (aged 11-16), set in a mythical castle
where children wander in and out of rooms and learn
about famous figures from Afghan history and the
traditional ways and customs of different regions of
Afghanistan. The programme also features discussions
and reports on the latest topics and issues that affect
the lives of young people, both in refugee camps and
inside Afghanistan.

Keith Ricketts is the Education Coordinator of Keith Ricketts is the Education Coordinator of Keith Ricketts is the Education Coordinator of Keith Ricketts is the Education Coordinator of Keith Ricketts is the Education Coordinator of REACHREACHREACHREACHREACH
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old conflict. REACH was designed to respond to the Taliban’s ban
on girls’ education and to strengthen the opportunities open to boys
for learning. The project is based on the assumption that, as long as
hundreds of thousands of Afghan children lack access to both school
books and teachers, radio may act as their substitute instructor.
REACH aims to ensure that children refused a formal education
are not, at the same time, denied the opportunity to develop their
minds and learn about their environment. The programmes,
produced daily in Pashto and Persian, cover a myriad of topics
ranging from simple mathematics to history and culture. REACH
has been designed as a model for ensuring that children living in
areas where infrastructure is destroyed can still benefit from mind-
enhancing programming.

Under the current political and social conditions in Afghanistan,
radio clearly offers the only possibility for children to receive some
outside stimulus. It is an example of how creative media
programming can help fill the gaps left in the social fabrics of societies
damaged by conflict.

3. Female-focused programming

Of the world’s 40-50 million displaced people, an estimated
80% are women.18  Women are likely to suffer the consequences of
conflict differently from men. In many parts of the world, women
hold subservient positions that worsen during conflict. Women and
girls may be left unprotected, and the use of rape as part of war
strategy continues to have devastating effects in countries as diverse
as Cambodia, Peru, and Bosnia.19

In the past decade, many humanitarian organizations have become
more gender-sensitive, in an attempt to understand better how the
different roles, opportunities and constraints of men and women
influence their needs in times of crisis. But addressing women’s
special needs means more than simply designing programmes about
female issues, such as maternal health. It means developing projects
that integrate women into every aspect of project management, from
employing women supervisors to ensuring women are considered
an essential component of the target audience.

80% of the80% of the80% of the80% of the80% of the
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Undoubtedly, humanitarian programming which is designed to
improve the well-being of populations in crisis will often be directed
toward the caregivers of families, usually women. But, far too often,
women are still invisible members of society and special efforts must
be undertaken to ensure that their needs are met.

In Afghanistan, the BBC’s Village Voice programme on health
issues was broadcast over a two-year period after lunch on Fridays,
when men were praying in the mosque and women were left alone
in the house. After audience research (including listeners’ letters)
implied that this was not a popular listening time – reducing the
programme’s audience – the Village Voice was rescheduled to the
evening. It was not until later that the BBC discovered through
focus group research with Afghan women that the Friday after-
noon slot had been greatly appreciated by them, since they were
free to listen to the radio in their husbands’ absence. Conventional
audience research had failed to pick this up because Afghan
women in purdah are difficult to access, and very few of them
write, so no letters containing feedback were sent to the BBC. 20

Afghan women and children.
Photo: UNICEF/J. Hartley
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In the above example, women had become invisible, even though
they were clearly intended as part of the target audience. Making
women visible and active participants in information programmes
in conflict areas, by all means possible, is crucial.

Meeting the needs of affected women entails being aware of their
special conditions at the very earliest stages of the project
development process. Needs assessments must ensure that women’s
listening habits and access to radios and other media are calculated
to ensure projects favourably impact on women.

It is worthwhile to consider a gender framework which media
projects in conflict areas can aim to follow in an effort to support
women. The Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA)
incorporates the following guidelines into its progamme strategy
and offers a worthy model. CIDA aims to:

● support the objectives and initiatives of women in crisis
situations;

● achieve greater understanding of actual and potential roles for
women;

● increase participation of women in the design, implementation,
and evaluation of media projects;

● include women in media projects in proportion to their existing
participation rates in target groups (especially important in
refugee populations which have a high percentage of women);

● emphasise programmes, when appropriate, which help women
in income generation, such as special programmes on job
training;

● support special women’s programmes through dissemination
of information about their activities, goals and outputs.21

Providing support to existing women’s programmes and initiatives
in conflict areas can be particularly important in dealing with gender
violence. In 1993, for example, the Women’s Victims of Violence
Project was launched in the Dadaab camps in Kenya, where Somali
refugees were persistently subjected to sexual violence. Despite
efforts taken to protect women, such as planting thorn bushes around
the sites and training local police, the attacks continued. It soon
became clear that the attackers came from within the Somali
community. The UNHCR established anti-rape committees
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composed of community elders. Religious leaders spoke out against
the rapists and encouraged communities to support the victims.

What could a media project help do in such a situation? By providing
a vehicle for community leaders to address the issue of rape in the
camps, media programmes might have enhanced the capacity of the
community to help solve serious problems by itself. The project
could have aimed to sensitise men and women in the camp about
violence against women – without exploiting their experiences –
and help ensure that women were not blamed for the rape.

Media projects can also help focus attention on women’s health issues
which may often be overlooked in crisis situations. According to
WHO, women present themselves to health services less frequently
than men, yet they are the family’s main health providers. Media
campaigns may touch women in crises who are traditionally difficult
to reach, such as those living in rural areas. But information should
be presented in a manner relevant to rural women. In Sierra Leone,
for example, women receive health information from traditional
healers and modern health providers – so they are used to a “top-
down” approach to learning health information. With low female
literacy rates, one might expect radio to be an effective means of
transmitting health information. However, radios are not commonly
owned by women and, because radio information is “one way”,
many women do not regard it as a satisfactory tool for health
education.22  Without proper research directed specifically at women,
information campaigns, however gender sensitive, may fail to meet
their objectives.

4. Family reunification

Not knowing where loved ones are, if they are alive, imprisoned, or
dead, undoubtedly adds to the instability and confusion that
permeates conflict situations. Organizations such as the ICRC,
National Red Cross/Crescent Societies and the International Rescue
Committee try to re-establish family ties, often through innovative
media programming.

The ICRC’s Central Tracing Agency (CTA) specifically deals with
family reunification, tracing persons and prisoners, and maintaining
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contact between people. Although it favours traditional, hand-
written messages as the most effective way of carrying out its
objectives, the CTA has regularly employed other means of
communication, including radio broadcasts, the Internet,
publications and satellite telephones.

Such tools offer an alternative to delivered messages when addressees
cannot be traced or when someone wishes to have their name and
status made available to the public. Radio became a standard
component of the CTA’s tracing methods in 1995. Broadcasts have
been used in the Balkans, Somalia, Sierra Leone, Rwanda, East Timor
and Liberia. Programmes have been transmitted on local and
international stations including Radio Tirana, the BBC, Radio
France International, the Voice of America and Deutsche Welle.

Registration of a non-accompanied child in Bukavu, Zaire.
Photo: ICRC/Th. Gassman
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Within a programme, a list of names can be read two or three times
a day for a period of up to two weeks before the next rotation is
made. The frequency depends upon the number of registered names
and the extent of the crisis.

In the case of Rwanda, the CTA used radio for reunification
programmes. One evaluation estimated that, within the Great Lakes
region, there were 65,000 separated children registered with the
ICRC.23   Radio programmes encouraged parents to come to ICRC’s
offices and search for any children that might be registered.

According to Olga Villarrubia, Deputy Head of the CTA, radio has
proved to be more successful than telecommunications, publications
or the Internet. It can reach a large audience and cross borders when
delegates can not. In Kosovo, during May and June 1999, intense
fighting forced delegates to leave the area. But they continued their
work by broadcasting the names of refugees who had arrived at the
Albanian border, thus informing those people still in Kosovo of
their arrival.24

Tracing projects can profit from radio’s cost effectiveness and its
ability to bypass illiteracy and government approval – hurdles far
harder to overcome with printed publications. Radio can also
circumvent the barrier put in place by similar languages using
different alphabets such as Serbian and Croatian.

Due to their non-visual and transitory nature, however, radio
programmes do not offer a permanent and consistently accessible
source of reference. Despite the frequent repetition of programmes,
listeners may miss the names they need to hear. Time constraints
may deny the audience access to information more significant than
just names. And the public nature of such broadcasts may upset
those who require the privacy of their names and personal
information to be respected.

While satellite phones and radio have been mainstays in tracing
efforts, the Internet is emerging as a cutting edge approach. Currently
the CTA’s website, Family Links, enables people to contact each
other through a database catalogue. The transfer of names and
addresses to the World Wide Web allows people far from the conflict
area to initiate family reunification. The CTA also set up computers
within Kosovar refugee camps, although lack of computer literacy

TTTTTracing projectsracing projectsracing projectsracing projectsracing projects
can profit fromcan profit fromcan profit fromcan profit fromcan profit from
radio’radio’radio’radio’radio’s cost effec-s cost effec-s cost effec-s cost effec-s cost effec-
tiveness and itstiveness and itstiveness and itstiveness and itstiveness and its
ability to bypassability to bypassability to bypassability to bypassability to bypass
illiteracy andilliteracy andilliteracy andilliteracy andilliteracy and
governmentgovernmentgovernmentgovernmentgovernment
approvalapprovalapprovalapprovalapproval
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curbed the project’s effectiveness. Those under the age of 25 usually
had little difficulty, but for the middle-aged and elderly, much time
and many staff were needed to demonstrate the process of registering
names online. Despite setbacks, the ICRC believes the Internet does
have potential in this field and plans on expanding its application.

A number of high technology projects were initiated to promote
reunification in Kosovo. Besides the ICRC web sites for refugees
to register and search for relatives, the UNHCR and Microsoft
used digital imaging equipment to register the affected population.
Radio, television and newspapers announced the names of missing
relatives. Despite such efforts, the majority of refugees lacked the
ability to access this data. The Kosovar Family Finder Project was
designed to collate these valuable sources of information and “get
them into the hands of refugees”. Information was consolidated
and published in a directory, containing the names and locations
of 19,658 families, representing over 120,000 refugees spread across
23 countries. Ten thousand copies were distributed to every
refugee camp in Albania, Macedonia, Montenegro and Kosovo.
The database could also be accessed by refugees in other countries
where resources permitted.

Names were grouped together by town of origin. In this way,
those who failed to find their own missing relatives’ names on
the database were able to try to establish their likely whereabouts
by using information relating to neighbours and friends.25
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5. Promoting humanitarian values

To promote local traditions which encompass humanitarian values,
media programmes should be developed with the full participation
of local staff and the intended audience. Consultation with these
groups will reveal the local norms and values which can be
highlighted to encourage humanitarianism. Imposing values defined
in ways unfamiliar or external to the local context is unlikely to
achieve positive results. It is much more effective to promote values
found within the local culture, than to argue in favour of obscure
conventions signed by governments decades ago!

The article in the following box reflects the challenges faced by
organizations seeking to promote humanitarian values in the midst
of fighting.

Bosnian children in Zenica Collective Centre.
Photo: UNHCR/24004/01.1994/A. Hollmann
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The ICRC: Conveying humanitarian messages in Bosnia
by Paul-Henri Arni

In January 1993, the security situation in Bosnia
deteriorated in the face of western pressure to
accept a peace plan. Highly emotional and
explosive accusations against relief teams and Red
Cross delegates appeared in the local media. The
accusations provoked immediate reaction from
militiamen who began attacking Red Cross envoys.

The ICRC responded with a massive information
campaign on local media, with three major
objectives: to gain better acceptance of ICRC’s
humanitarian activities; to promote access to
victims in remote areas; and, to convey basic
notions of the Geneva Conventions. Working
relationships were established with dozens of ratno
(war studios) which agreed to broadcast pre-
recorded radio appeals and live interviews. This
humanitarian “counter-propaganda” targeted local
radio stations as a priority and aimed to make local

people, peasants, snipers and soldiers understand
what was being done locally and impartially to
assist them. The wording and the tone used was
also adapted to local sensitivities, for example
calling on soldiers to respect civilians on the basis
of their traditional sense of honour.

None of this prevented war crimes from taking
place, but it did help the ICRC secure a safer
environment for aid operations in Bosnia. The
ICRC’s programmes to promote humanitarian
norms in 31 countries, emphasising traditional
values, tolerance or humanity, help local audiences
become more aware of the issues at stake. In every
culture there are written or oral traditions that
transmit humanitarian values. When war breaks
out, they can help prevent the spread of savagery
and limit massive loss of life – but only if these
values resonate in people’s minds.26

Paul-Henri Ami is with the ICRC’Paul-Henri Ami is with the ICRC’Paul-Henri Ami is with the ICRC’Paul-Henri Ami is with the ICRC’Paul-Henri Ami is with the ICRC’s video production units video production units video production units video production units video production unit
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Afghanistan.
Photo: UNICEF/John Isaac
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Section Three:
Media Projects for Peace-building

“Since wars begin in the minds of men, it is in the minds of men that
the defences of peace must be constructed.”

– UNESCO Constitution

The media alone cannot create peace. Media projects aim to alter
men and women’s perceptions of conflicts, but such projects are
only vehicles. By serving as a vital communications bridge, the media
can help communities forge new paths to peace, thus making a crucial
difference.

Essentially, when the media aim to have an impact on a conflict,
their role becomes that of communications enablers as opposed to
simply being information providers. Communication has been
defined as “a process by which we make sense out of events…
information has meaning to the individual only to the extent that it
can be interpreted, understood, and applied to that individual
according to his or her own circumstances”.2

On its own, information does not necessarily lead to improved
knowledge. Much information in the media is slanted, partial,
irrelevant or just plain wrong. In sensitive hands, however, the media
can be used to promote genuine communication. This in turn can
help lead to social change or peace-building.

What can peace-building media projects realistically aim to do?

● Increase the quantity of communication about conflict/peace-
building.

● Increase the quality of communication about conflict/peace-
building.
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● Provide early warning of situations that might lead to conflict
and alert political leaders and attentive publics to opportunities
for understanding.

● Stimulate the use of mechanisms for conflict resolution, such as
negotiation, mediation, arbitration, and provide information that
will facilitate these processes.

● Help create a model in which peaceful solutions are more likely
to be sought and accepted.

● Mobilise, or help to establish contacts among those who are
interested in finding peaceful solutions, and help build public
opinion favouring such solutions.3

Media can become exceptionally influential in conflict situations
where traditional communications are badly disrupted or where the
sense of crisis creates a thirst for reliable information. At the same
time, no matter how well intentioned, the media can open itself up
to manipulation. It thus risks abandoning its role as impartial
reporter and commentator.

One person’s terrorist can be another’s freedom fighter. For instance,
the South African media controlled by the apartheid regime was
undoubtedly “pro-peace” in the sense that it wanted an end to the
armed struggle waged by the black independence groups such as
the African National Congress. But this was hardly a “peace-
building” endeavour.4

In Afghanistan, an official from a leading international aid agency
tried to persuade the BBC to broadcast “peace messages” at a
time when the Soviet-supported regime of Dr Najibullah was
preaching its own crusade of “national reconciliation” as a means
of preserving its political position. Not only would such
broadcasts have proven ineffective, they would have seriously
damaged the BBC’s credibility among its audience.5

 From the conventional journalistic point of view, reporting has
nothing to do with peace-building. Editors maintain that journalists
are there to report facts, and not to be used as tools, even if the
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overall objective is that of peace. Such assertions, however, hold
little water. Many media such as mainstream television networks
and news magazines are, in fact, simply beholden to the commercial
interests of their owners.

For many peace negotiators, the media are more likely to be enemies
than potential partners. Peace processes from the Dayton nego-
tiations on Bosnia to the protracted Northern Ireland talks have
always taken place as far from the media limelight as possible. Media
have the potential to do a great deal more than they are currently
undertaking. Yet such efforts will only succeed if they are channelled
where they are welcome, and where they will have a reasonable
chance of making a genuine impact.
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Displaced children at boarding school hostel in Ganja, Azerbaijan.
Photo: UNHCR/23009/05.1993/A. Hollmann
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Chapter VII:
Crossing community divides

When the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and
the BBC World Service’s Somali Section collaborated on an
imaginative drama series emphasising the need for humanitarian
values in war and exploring ways of resolving the conflict, there
was a surprisingly mixed audience reaction. According to an ICRC
survey, some listeners were positive and appreciated the emphasis
towards peace in the BBC drama series. Others, however, regarded
the drama as a plot by one sub-clan to criticise its rivals.

The problem was the choice of actors, most of whom were gleaned
from a single refugee camp in northern Kenya. Their accent gave
away their clan. The name, too, of the programme’s supposedly
imaginary village turned out to be a real one. All this added to
audience suspicions that the drama was a veiled attack by one clan
against the other. The humanitarian and peace-building messages
missed their objectives, because they were perceived as judgmental
and partisan.1

The BBC Somalia experience is a revealing example of a peace-
building media project that failed to cross the community divide
because it did not consider the realities on the ground. Missing
apparently insignificant details during programme planning can
severely undermine educational objectives. To be effective, there
can be no substitute for up-to-date quality target-area research
focusing close attention on cultural and linguistic characteristics.

Another point – albeit not necessarily relevant to this case – is
whether humanitarian rules of war based on the Geneva Conventions
and other forms of international humanitarian law are regarded as
an attempt to impose outside values on a proud, indigenous culture.
Such perceptions are unlikely to lead to “desired outcomes”.
Messages need to be framed in a local cultural context to be taken
seriously. 2
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Resolving conflict is a process that should aim to embrace players
from all factions. Conventional conflict resolution theory maintains
that in order to end a conflict, all sides must understand its causes
and nature. They must also seek to focus on shared needs and
communicate these needs to the other side. Media projects should
aim to position themselves within this process in a manner that is
both realistic and achievable.

There are a number of identifiable desired outcomes in the conflict
resolution process. These include the following:

● perceptions are clarified by all sides;
● all sides understand the history and causes of the conflict;
● lines of communication are opened by sides;
● people from all sides are brought together;
● people are separated from problems;
● common interests are identified;
● shared needs are identified;
● alternatives to conflict are generated;
● goals and potential solutions are identified;
● confidence-building measures are enacted;
● trust is built among sides;
● objective criteria for resolving conflicts are applied;
● third-party negotiators are agreed upon, if necessary;
● options for mutual gain are generated;
● win–win agreements are developed;
● agreements are based on respect for minority rights;
● people act on mutually beneficial decisions;
● relationships are improved and improvements are durable.3

Obviously, tackling all the elements listed above will prove far
beyond the goal of any single media project. Projects should be
modest, with realistic aims such as helping to clarify perceptions, or
assisting others in their understanding of the history and causes of
a particular conflict.
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1. Tackling perceptions

Already in the first century AD, the philosopher Epictutus
recognised an important component of peace-building initiatives:

“It is not the things themselves which trouble us, but the opinions
that we have about these things.”

Helping redefine perceptions during conflict is one of the most
critical tasks media programmes can address. In any situation,
different parties will attribute the conflict to diverse causes. One
side might speak of injustice as being the root cause, while another
may consider lack of security to be the principal issue. Both
perceptions may be perfectly valid and must be explored during
programming. To ensure that as many perceptions and
interpretations of the conflict as possible are included, careful
research is imperative.

One approach might entail seeking responses to the following
questions:

● What is the conflict about? Which are the groups involved in
the conflict and how do they define themselves? What are their
goals?

● What are the major issues involved in the conflict, such as
economic inequality or political discrimination?

● What are the needs of the parties and what are their fears?
Are these realistic?

● What potential outcomes are there, other than one side imposing
itself on the other?

● What is the extent of the conflict’s effects, both within and
outside the conflict areas?

● What is the history of the conflict? What are the deeper roots,
especially cultural? What have been the attempts to resolve it?

● Who is initiating reconciliation efforts?

● What is the nature of the relationship between the adversaries?

It is critical toIt is critical toIt is critical toIt is critical toIt is critical to
help redefinehelp redefinehelp redefinehelp redefinehelp redefine
perceptionsperceptionsperceptionsperceptionsperceptions
during conflictduring conflictduring conflictduring conflictduring conflict
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Once programme producers have grasped the issues and the
complexities of a particular conflict, they need to explore what is
already being done to alleviate tensions. When possible, media
programmes should strive to support existing peace-building efforts
in the field. But they must not neglect their main objective, notably
to provide both a space and a voice for communication and
understanding among the different conflict groups.

In Sierra Leone, the local radio station in Bo, which was listened
to both by local civilians and armed fighters in the bush, attempted
to intervene in the war in a positive manner by moving away
from just reporting the conflict. The station attempted to improve
relations between belligerents by serving as a forum for discussion
to help modify mutual perceptions within its listening area.4

In order to address the various perceptions of a conflict, a media
project should seek to include all parties in the design of its
programmes. This entails close monitoring of audience reactions to
ensure that no single group’s views are either ignored or
misrepresented.

The ways in which local actors and target audiences analyse and
perceive their own conflicts is a crucial factor in peace-building
programming. Local populations may perceive the conflict in the
following manners:

● Adversarial: Viewing the conflict as “us versus them”, either
win or lose, all or nothing.

● Reflective: Looking inward, reflecting on the hurt and pain the
conflict has caused and considering the best ways to achieve
real goals.

● Integrative: Looking both at one’s own side and the need to
understand the views of the opponents.5

Peace-building media programmes will aim to encourage movement
away from the adversarial approach where each side blames the other,
to the integrative approach, which is necessary for a lasting resolution
of the conflict.6

MediaMediaMediaMediaMedia
programmesprogrammesprogrammesprogrammesprogrammes
should supportshould supportshould supportshould supportshould support
existing peace-existing peace-existing peace-existing peace-existing peace-
building effortsbuilding effortsbuilding effortsbuilding effortsbuilding efforts
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Tackling perceptions means confronting stereotypes that may be
based on fear or ignorance. Humanising the enemy is one way in
which stereotypes can be dismantled. Helping each party “see” the
other in a new light, rather than demonising each other, is a critical
role for media projects to play.

“The Gesher newspaper was an initiative that was established in
an attempt to tackle stereotypes and open a dialogue based upon
mutual recognition and mutual co-existence. A Palestinian
academic, Ziad Abu Zayyed, launched the paper in 1986. As a
result of talking to students in high schools and universities, and
to people in kibbutzim and towns, he felt the need to introduce
the Palestinian as a human being to the Israeli people, who thought
of her or him only as an enemy and a terrorist. Gesher was a clear
attempt to change the Palestinian stereotype in Israel.

“It was not easy at first for the paper to get a licence, and then it
ran into trouble over censorship. Gesher tried to explain events
on the ground and in daily life in the West Bank and Gaza that
were not mentioned in the Israeli press. In every issue there were
reports about Palestinian artists, painters and writers, presented
as part of a conscious attempt to alter the stereotype of the
Palestinian people from terrorists to a people of culture and
history. Distribution of the paper was a problem, however, with
many Israeli shop owners refusing to sell it. Gesher continued
until 1993 when the peace treaty was signed by Yasser Arafat and
Yitzhak Rabin. At that stage, Ziad felt the need for a joint project
with the Israelis to promote dialogue. There is no way of
determining the success of Gesher. It is clear, however, that its
approach was designed to dismantle a Palestinian stereotype that
has long been an obstacle to peace in the Middle East.”7

TTTTTackling percep-ackling percep-ackling percep-ackling percep-ackling percep-
tions meanstions meanstions meanstions meanstions means
confronting ste-confronting ste-confronting ste-confronting ste-confronting ste-
reotypesreotypesreotypesreotypesreotypes
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One of the reasons for the prevalence of stereotypes is that many
populations may lack access to the media of other societies.
According to the Center for War, Peace and the News Media, the
leading media in Hungary reinforce the worst stereotypes of the
Roma, or Gypsy, minority. Moscow’s newspapers disproportion-
ately ascribe crime to people from the Caucasus, such as Chechens,
thereby feeding the prejudice that crime has an ethnic, non-Russian
face. Today, Colombia, Nigeria and Indonesia all suffer from
ongoing ethnic and communal conflicts, on the one hand, and media
practices that exacerbate such conflict, on the other.8

The Reporting Diversity Network (RDN) is a project managed by
the London branch of the Center for War, Peace and the News
Media. It has been designed to help journalists learn to tackle the
stereotypes present throughout the Balkans.

Victims of “ethnic cleansing” in northern Bosnia.
Photo: UNHCR/24009/02.1994/A. Hollmann
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The Reporting Diversity Network
by Robert Leavitt, Robert Manoff and Milica Pesic

Media can contribute to the lowering of the social
temperature. The Reporting Diversity Network
(RDN) has taken up the challenge of working with
the media to forestall communal conflict.
Highlighting the need for “diversity journalism” the
RDN counts among its concerns, improving media
coverage of minorities, inter-ethnic relations, and
reporting of “the other”.

The RDN strategy is based on its partners’
extensive research on the problems of inadequate,
incompetent and destructive reporting on diverse
issues.

Capacity building: Diversity reporting requires
overcoming personal stereotypes, editorial biases,
language problems and inadequate background
sources, through extensive training for journalists.

Positive models: Development of “best-practices
journalism” to provide examples of coverage
worthy of emulation.

Marginalised voices: Support for strengthening
minority media.

Journalism education: Training the next
generation of journalists in effective and sensitive
reporting.

Professional accountability: Setting up clear
standards of professional responsibility and
accountability in the sensitive area of diversity
reporting.

Besides obvious areas such as the troubled
Balkans, the RDN’s programme concentration
extends to countries such as Latvia and Slovakia.
Regarding training, successful projects were
formed in Hungary and Albania due to the strength
and compatibility of local partner organizations.9

Robert Leavitt, Robert Manoff and Milica Pesic are with theRobert Leavitt, Robert Manoff and Milica Pesic are with theRobert Leavitt, Robert Manoff and Milica Pesic are with theRobert Leavitt, Robert Manoff and Milica Pesic are with theRobert Leavitt, Robert Manoff and Milica Pesic are with the
Center for WCenter for WCenter for WCenter for WCenter for Wararararar, Peace and the News Media, Peace and the News Media, Peace and the News Media, Peace and the News Media, Peace and the News Media
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The RDN project is focused on training journalists to report on
diverse issues in a manner that celebrates the “other” rather than
demonises differences. One message RDN Director, Milica Pesic,
advocates is that “each person is a minority in some way”.

One intent of such training is to point out the stereotypes that
journalists themselves hold. For instance, after a five-day course a
small test was given to programme participants in an effort to
determine any prejudices they might hold. The participants were
surprised at what was revealed.10

To date, the project has trained mostly young journalists. Reaching
decision-makers, such as publishers and editors, has proven more
difficult. It is far harder to convince such “gatekeepers of
information” to participate in media seminars or workshops – many
simply have not got the time. But a change in their attitudes is
essential if there is to be positive development in the way conflict is
reflected in the media.

2. From competition to co-operation

A main objective in peace-building is to ensure that the competitive
relationship that may lead to the eruption of hostilities is eventually
supplanted by co-operation. The role of the media is to support the
process by which the attitudes of people are altered.

Helping to forge that co-operation means encouraging different
actors to promote a view that is wider and more inclusive than the
partisan approaches that often dominate a conflict. This includes
prodding opposing sides to understand each other’s motivations.
However, one needs to recognise that conflict is a shifting dynamic
composed of three main elements:

● Context: The conflict of interest between parties, such as
unequal access to resources within a society. Conflict arises when
parties have incompatible goals, interests and values.

● Behaviour: Actions of people, such as aggressive behaviour that
eventually spirals into war. Encouraging parties to choose co-
operative rather than confrontational forms of behaviour may
lead to conflict prevention.

Media supportsMedia supportsMedia supportsMedia supportsMedia supports
the process bythe process bythe process bythe process bythe process by
which attitudeswhich attitudeswhich attitudeswhich attitudeswhich attitudes
of people areof people areof people areof people areof people are
alteredalteredalteredalteredaltered
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● Attitude: Perceptions of groups, and their images of each other.
In conflicts there is an increase in misperception. Mutual
perceived hostility, anger and irritation develops – escalating to
violence.11

Most media projects will probably attempt to impact on the third
component, but attitude is closely linked to both context and
behaviour. If a conflict situation is to improve, all of the above
elements have to change.

Rwandan children from the Benaco Camp carry water containers.
Photo: UNICEF/94-0078/Howard Davies
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There is little point in setting objectives that have absolutely no
chance of being fulfilled, or which are totally unsuited to the medium.
Media projects can realistically aim to:

● build confidence amongst warring parties;
● build consensus;
● allow face saving;
● facilitate communication between conflicting parties;
● provide an outlet for emotional expression;
● analyse the conflict dispassionately and in detail;
● educate people on the process of conflict resolution;
● propose options and solutions to the conflict;
● influence the balance of power in a conflict;
● promote dialogue between cultures (or former enemies);
● humanise the enemy;
● address minority/majority issues;
● strengthen understanding of others’ needs;
● provide and promote global vision;
● advocate tolerance;
● encourage flexibility;
● reduce prejudice;
● promote dignity;
● relate with the other in a non-judgemental way;
● encourage sensitivity;
● get acquainted with the life of others; get to know them.12

The list is long and varied. One overall aim, however, is clear: ending
hostilities cannot rest solely with the leadership. It has to be the
result of a widespread desire for peace among all participants.

Northern Ireland is just one example of how the attitudes of
populations in conflict are just as important a component of peace-
building as political agreements at the highest level. As stressed in
late 2000 by former US President Bill Clinton, who sought to lend
his support to the peace process, the main impetus came not from
outside governments or international organizations but rather from

Ending hostilitiesEnding hostilitiesEnding hostilitiesEnding hostilitiesEnding hostilities
cannot restcannot restcannot restcannot restcannot rest
solely withsolely withsolely withsolely withsolely with
the leadershipthe leadershipthe leadershipthe leadershipthe leadership
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within the disputing parties themselves. This bottom-up approach
may mean slower progress but will produce change that comes – if
and when it happens – at the behest of popular decision.

Media projects that strive for long-term impact should be established
in a manner that takes account of the division within a given society.
They must demonstrate an ability to overcome the particular
divisions that have led to conflict.

For example, Studio Ijambo was set up in Bujumbura, Burundi, by
the NGO Search for Common Ground in 1995 in an attempt to
promote a better mutual understanding between Tutsis and Hutus.
The approach taken was to persuade media professionals from both
ethnic groups to work together to record testimony of average
citizens caught up in the civil war.

Handicapped war victims in Kunduz, Afghanistan.
Photo: UNHCR/25039/05.1995/A. Hollmann
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The studio’s beginnings were characterised by enormous distrust
between the Hutu and Tutsi journalists involved. Eventually, they
developed a mutual trust that led to a significant degree of
empowerment. Their work developed on two levels: news reporting
and social conscience programming. The social programmes focused
on real issues such as health care, public affairs or public dialogue.
The team did not seek to create a “reconciliation radio” as the
management believed this would not prove effective in bringing
people together as the population was too divided.

The lessons learned from the Studio Ijambo experience underscore
the need for careful composition of editorial staff and facilitated
trust-building between ethnically opposed factions. In addition,
there is a strong argument for allowing projects to develop naturally
and according to the need of a particular situation, rather than relying
on rigid, pre-ordained guidelines.

Nevertheless, there are certain approaches that may be followed to
facilitate implementation of a peace-building media project.

● Language: This is considered a crucial element in crossing the
community divide. Production teams for multilingual and multi-
ethnic programming should themselves be multilingual. In
particular, team members should speak the languages used by
the conflicting parties.

● Staffing: Production teams should seek to reflect their
communities. This, for example, means not staffing rural-based
projects with urban elites who have little understanding of the
social dynamics of the target audience. It is important that the
audience feels an “ownership” over the programme, and this
includes relating to the project staff.

● Neutral space: There is a need for neutral space to be structured
into the programme format. The team can select a venue that
can then be regarded as “neutral” by the different parties
involved. This enables tensions to be released. Conflict issues
can be aired as part of an open dialogue. In South Africa, for
instance, progressive journalists have learned they can create
neutral spaces for mediation by stepping out of the “warrior-
culture” paradigm, and adopting instead the African

Production teamsProduction teamsProduction teamsProduction teamsProduction teams
should reflect theirshould reflect theirshould reflect theirshould reflect theirshould reflect their
communitiescommunitiescommunitiescommunitiescommunities
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philosophical concept of ubuntu (humanity). Folklore and
human courage stories can be re-framed within the ubuntu
concept.

● Co-ordination: Programme managers should aim to link their
media projects to ongoing community activities as a way of
building trust and local partnerships. Project activities should
be directed in a manner that will empower marginalised sectors
of society.

● New models: Provide models through which collective action
can be taken to support positive social and political action. By
providing new models, media projects can help populations
reach their own conclusions about resolving conflict amongst
themselves based on experiences elsewhere.13

3. Developing “connectors”

In every society at war, groups that are divided tend to remain
connected to each other. For example, people continue to trade across
warring lines. In northern Kosovo along the Serb border, ethnic
Albanians and Serbs converge regularly to trade without evident
fear of retribution. Sometimes, too, warring parties share and agree
to maintain basic infrastructures that benefit all sides concerned.
On occasion, people from different factions form groups intended
to overcome the divisions of warfare.

There are five types of “connectors” that can link sub-groups in the
midst of warfare:

● systems and institutions;
● attitudes and actions;
● common experiences;
● shared values and interests;
● symbols and occasions.

Media peace-builders need to understand the meaning of these
connectors. They all represent positive aspects of society which can
help to produce change. For instance, if there is a tradition in one
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part of the country of women brokering peace, it could be
highlighted by the media and emulated elsewhere. This is the case
in the Middle East where Palestinian and Jewish women have worked
together on a variety of projects in an effort to promote an end to
hostilities.

Building on the “connectors” that exist in all conflict situations can
be one way of using the media positively. For example, the Reporting
Diversity Network consistently aims to focus on connectors as a
means of bringing populations together. These often have an
economic basis and relate to health insurance, infrastructure,
corruption, nepotism and poverty.

Analyst Mary Anderson believes that that the staff of international
agencies who work in conflict areas are very often unaware of such
connectors. In the midst of overwhelming and constant inter-group
violence, there is a tendency to overlook the range of structures by
which warring people retain some connection. There is always a
“zone of order” in a chaotic situation. A thorough understanding
of the context, she argues, will facilitate an understanding of the
patterns.14

The concept of connectors can be developed to include projects
designed to help change the nature of a media environment. For
example, research undertaken in Northern Ireland and the Middle
East indicates that the greater the extent of shared media, the more
likely the news media will play a constructive role in a peace process.
Shared media help create a sense of collective identity which can
provide the basis for dialogue.15

The NGO, Search for Common Ground – Macedonia, has been
tackling ethnic tensions by focusing on shared media.

Building onBuilding onBuilding onBuilding onBuilding on
“connectors” in“connectors” in“connectors” in“connectors” in“connectors” in
conflict situationsconflict situationsconflict situationsconflict situationsconflict situations
is a positive wayis a positive wayis a positive wayis a positive wayis a positive way
to use the mediato use the mediato use the mediato use the mediato use the media
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Cross-cultural journalism in Macedonia
by Eran Fraenkel

Macedonian society consists of Macedonians
(66%), Albanians (23%), Turks (4%), Roma,
Serbs, and Vlachs (each under 2%), who mark
their identities predominately by language.
Superficially, Macedonia’s abundant private and
state-run media, print and broadcast, reflect its
pluralism. This very multiplicity, however, has
created information ghettos. Communities
infrequently use another community’s media, even
when language is not a barrier (“minorities” can
access Macedonian-language media, but not vice-
versa).

People from one region rarely know the everyday
concerns and needs of people from elsewhere,
especially when they are ethnically or linguistically
distinct. When concern is aroused, usually during
crises, prejudicial attitudes prevail. At best,
therefore, media further segregate Macedonia’s
ethno-linguistic communities. At worst, they
escalate inter-ethnic tensions through biased,
insufficient, or inaccurate information.

Search for Common Ground – Macedonia (SCGM)
has addressed the question of media and conflict
with a series of team-reporting projects. These
consist of journalists from three- to four-language
media who investigate topics pertinent to all their

audiences. Some projects last a month; others a
week per month over a year. SCGM’s few
prerequisites for participation are that materials
produced by the teams appear with multiple by-
lines, without editorial changes, and that all outlets
print (broadcast) these materials simultaneously.
Since 1995, nearly 70 co-authored articles have
appeared; a 12-part, three-language radio
programme has been broadcast nationwide; and
three television documentary series have been
aired nationally.

These activities have a transparently simple
objective. By giving journalists from different
communities opportunities to “cross lines,” they
and their audiences begin understanding each
other, having shared and divergent concerns. The
impact is two-fold. Participating journalists gain
first-hand experience co-operating with colleagues
from other communities. Second, since media
rarely treat issues of concern to all communities
(outside formal politics), the public gains insight
into matters affecting everyone equally. More
importantly, a reasoned and non-inflammatory
examination of issues of divergent interest
illustrates to everyone that differences do not
inevitably provoke inter-ethnic conflict.

      Eran Fraenkel is Director of Search for Common Ground – – – – –  Macedonia
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Dealing with media inquiries in difficult field conditions.
Photo: UNHCR/26127/12.1996/H. J. Davies
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Chapter VIII:
Reporting conflict

The manner in which journalists report conflict is likely to have an
impact on how audiences perceive the situation. This supposition is
at the heart of a wide range of activities designed to promote reporting
skills that are less confrontational, and more solution-oriented with
regard to peace-building.

1. War versus peace reporting

In the early 1990s there was an outbreak of cholera in the Afghan
capital, Kabul. At least, this is what the Health Ministry reported.
The President’s office, in the fractured Mujahed government,
suggested on Radio Afghanistan that the illness was caused by
poisoned melons. The implication was that the melons were
poisoned by the Hazara shiite minority group, who transported
fruit around the city. The government at the time was trying to
discredit the Hazaras. Faced with the real prospect of serious ethnic
violence and distrusting the poison theory, the BBC correspondent
chose to ignore the Radio Afghanistan broadcasts and emphasised
the cholera explanation.  Meanwhile the BBC Pashto and Persian
services broadcast features on how to minimise risk of catching the
disease. The population, who listened both to the BBC and Radio
Afghanistan, appeared to trust the BBC explanation. There were
no attacks on Hazaras.1

This is an example of how conscientious reporting can help avoid
potential conflict. At other times, however, a conscious effort to
report conflict in a new and innovative way is needed, as illustrated
by the following example.
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When fighting broke out between the Lofa and Mandingo ethnic
groups in Liberia, the Talking Drum Studio correspondent became
an integral part of the conflict resolution process. The
correspondent was the first to communicate the unfolding violence
to Monrovia, prior to any military or other government
announcements. Talking Drum Studio directors quietly alerted
government officials to the events rather than breaking the story
to the public. The government then invited a Talking Drum Studio
producer to participate in an official delegation sent by the
government to facilitate a resolution of the conflict. Eventually
the dispute was settled peacefully, in large part because of the role
of Talking Drum Studio.2

Both of the examples cited above demonstrate how journalists can
facilitate the cause of peace. But the reality is that most journalists
still prefer to focus on the “bang-bang”, framing conflicts as winner-
take-all struggles, good versus evil, or black and white situations
with no grey in between.

The conflict resolution expert, Johan Galtung, offers the following
scenario to suggest that such an approach to the reporting of conflict
is pointless:

Imagine a blackout on everything we associate with medical
practice, never to be reported in the media. Disease, however, is
reported fully, in gruesome detail, particularly when elite persons
are struck. The process of disease is seen as natural, as a fight
between the human body and whatever is the pathogenic factor –
a microorganism, trauma or stress. Sometimes one side wins,
sometimes the other. It is a game. Fair play means to give either
side a fair chance, not interfering with the ways of nature where
the stronger eventually wins. The task of journalism is to report
this struggle objectively, hoping that our side, the body, is the
victor.3
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Galtung calls the above type of journalism “disease journalism”,
reported by “disease correspondents”. Their concern is not to
highlight how diseases might be overcome but rather to focus only
on the struggle. The implications of such a metaphor are clear.
Galtung equates this to “war reporting”, which has long served as
the model for reporting conflict. He argues that the time has come
for “peace journalism” to emerge as the dominant approach.

This is also the argument of the British television journalist Jake
Lynch. He believes that even where there is press freedom, many
reporters simply prefer war journalism to media practices which
emphasise peace-building. It is true that mainstream journalism has
consistently ignored significant peace efforts at the grassroots level
in their quest for dramatic television footage of hot combat. Lynch
says the classic journalist’s portrayal of conflict is as a titanic tug-
of-war, a zero-sum like game between two parties, played out along
a single axis and consisting entirely of violent exchanges.4

Quality newspapers such as The Christian Science Monitor,
Liberation, and Süddeutsche Zeitung, however, have consistently
sought to show that conflicts are not all “bang-bang”. Instead, their
editors have tried to encourage reporting that depicts war as not
necessarily ending with the cessation of armed hostilities, but rather
as situations with long-term consequences. Local populations,
regardless of affiliation, may be affected for years – if not lifetimes –
by psychosocial trauma, agricultural devastation, ruined infra-
structures, or the cruel legacy of landmines.

War reporting has typical characteristics; it may:

● be reactive rather than pro-active;

● focus only on the visible and immediate effect of violence;

● dehumanise “the enemy” through accounts of atrocities;

● create an “us” and “them” scenario, helping “our” half-truths
while denouncing “their” propaganda;

● equate peace with victory and ceasefire;

● conceal or ignore peace initiatives;

● in sum, follow the agendas of the military and political elites.
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As previously noted, many mainstream journalists will argue that it
is not their role to influence opinion or attitudes, but rather to report
the situation as is. Many also take umbrage at the expression “peace
journalism,” placing it in the same editorial barrel as civic journalism.

This said, a substantial pool of experienced reporters and foreign
correspondents believe it is the responsibility of good journalists to
help their audiences understand an issue as best as possible, without
necessarily relying on labels to describe their approaches. They will
argue that accurate reporting includes framing stories in a manner
that thoroughly explores underlying problems and possible
solutions. This may involve emphasising what can be done to bring
about an end to conflict, rather than stressing what keeps adversaries
apart.

While the print media still seem to do a relatively good job of
reporting issues, such approaches need to be impressed upon
growing numbers of mainstream journalists, particularly those
representing the television networks. In the face of instant “live”
coverage, there is a growing tendency among the electronic media
to do less nitty-gritty, legwork reporting as opposed to getting on
the air as quickly as possible, even at the risk of presenting unreliable
information. Although very much a reality of the “new” media,
there is clearly room for conflict analysts to provide the insight that
will help rapid-fire journalists, with little time or patience, more
effectively grasp what is going on.

While a broadening of reporting angles may help promote peace, it
will be the professionalism and balance of solid reporting that will
make the difference. This includes the following:

● Conflict is framed as a round table, consisting of many parties
and many issues. Complex patterns of resentment and hostility
may be overcome by devising interlocking solutions.

● Instead of “worthy” and “unworthy” victims, there is an
insistence on parity of esteem for all parties.

● The structure and culture of a conflict are shared, avoiding
placing “blame” on any one party.5

Frame storiesFrame storiesFrame storiesFrame storiesFrame stories
by exploringby exploringby exploringby exploringby exploring
underlyingunderlyingunderlyingunderlyingunderlying
problems andproblems andproblems andproblems andproblems and
possible solutionspossible solutionspossible solutionspossible solutionspossible solutions
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From such a perspective, reporting of the fighting in the Middle
East, for example, would include more focus on the efforts to find a
peaceful settlement. The nightly images of Palestinian youth
throwing rocks and being shot at by Israeli soldiers might be
supplemented by regular reports on efforts to seek innovative ways
of ending the confrontation.

Developing stories about the different players from a solution-
oriented perspective can help change attitudes. For example,
journalists reporting about child soldiers in West Africa often focus
on the atrocities committed by the children, such as their brutality
against ordinary civilians. A journalist seeking to explore the
possibilities for peace or conflict resolution might approach the story
by profiling the predicament faced by child soldiers seeking to escape
their plights. The story might also show how education programmes
can help reintegrate these youths into society, thus indicating that
situations can improve through constructive intervention.6

Militia with their arms in the streets of Beyrouth.
Photo:  CICR/J. J. Kurz
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These examples are especially relevant to local journalists seeking
to report the situations in their own countries or regions. If local
journalists frame conflicts in a manner that allows listeners or viewers
to envisage solutions, peace becomes an option.

To summarise, “peace journalism”:

● consciously adopts an agenda for peace, believing it to be the
only alternative to the agenda for war;

● analyses the pre-violence conflict, identifying the different
parties and causes of the conflict, in the hope of opening up
“unexpected paths” towards dialogue and peace building;

● humanises all sides in the conflict, and documents deceit and
suffering on all sides;

● functions effectively with professional “traditional” journalists
by focusing on areas that will enable audiences to better grasp
the issues at hand;

● transcends “victim journalism” by devising ways to empower
the non-elites to take part in the peace-building process.7

Women’s media group in Phnom Penh.
Photo: Panos Pictures/Sean Sprague
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2. Journalists and objectivity

As previously noted, many journalists see a conflict of interest with
reporting primarily from a “peace” perspective. Robert Manoff of
New York University’s Center for War, Peace and News Media,
asks if  “objective” journalism is compatible with media projects as
tools for peace-building.

Journalist and conflict resolution theorist, Johannes Botes, argues
that many journalists would claim that doing anything more than
reporting on parties’ positions is taking on a non-journalistic task
and stepping out of their traditional roles. Yet, he points out, all
journalism is a form of social intervention similar to third-party
facilitation between two groups in conflict. Consequently, journalists
are always part of the social process of conflict.8

The role of journalists in conflict has many components, including:

● helping parties communicate where there is no direct
communication;

● exploring conflict by carrying messages between parties;
● educating parties;
● convening parties;
• helping to evaluate by assessing possible solutions;
● acting as enforcers by monitoring agreements;
● legitimising by encouraging parties and giving them moral

support.9

In short, it is difficult for journalists to claim to be wholly objective.
Even so, there is a resistance on the part of mainstream media to
recognise their role in conflict. Therefore Manoff suggests turning
the question around. The usual query, “What is it possible for the
media to do to prevent conflict?” becomes: “What does conflict
resolution theory and practice tell us need to be done to prevent
conflict?” By redirecting this focus, thus setting aside the question
of the circumstances under which the media may be able to help
promote conflict prevention, such oft-cited impediments as
“objectivity” can be overcome.
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Manoff sets out the potential roles for the media to play in the
prevention and management of conflict by:

● channelling communication between parties;
● educating;
● confidence-building;
● counteracting misperceptions;
● analysing conflict;
● de-objectifying the protagonists for each other;
● identifying the interests underlying the issues;
● providing an emotional outlet;
● encouraging a balance of power;
● face saving and consensus building;
● solution-building.

In order to ensure journalists are able to produce programming that
fulfils the roles suggested by Manoff, training is essential.  The South
African Mediation Project for Journalists (MPJ), described in the
next box, trains journalists  in mediation and other conflict-handling
skills. The project focuses on journalists who come from mouthpiece
or adversarial traditions.

There are a number of problems that media projects are likely to
face. These include difficulties in establishing editorial freedom in
conflict areas and the possible high risks to independent-minded
journalists and broadcasters. The standard of broadcasts and/or
writing has to be consistently high to make the necessary impact,
and the impact of the media intervention has to be carefully
monitored in order to check that the results are not counter-
productive. This implies research and the active participation of
conflict-resolution experts and community groups, which can be
difficult to organise. There is also a need to work with experienced
evaluators who can determine indicators of success to guide the media
intervention.10

Nevertheless, there are sufficient examples of projects undertaken
in conflict areas that demonstrate initially positive results. Several
are outlined in the following chapter.

Carefully monitorCarefully monitorCarefully monitorCarefully monitorCarefully monitor
the impact ofthe impact ofthe impact ofthe impact ofthe impact of
media intermedia intermedia intermedia intermedia interven-ven-ven-ven-ven-
tionstionstionstionstions



137

CHAPTER VIII: REPORTING CONFLICT

Journalists mediating conflict
by Melissa Baumann and Hannes Siebert

“Journalists mediate conflict, whether they intend
to or not.” This is the premise we started in 1990,
when we began the work that became the bedrock
for the Media Peace Centre. At the heart of the
project is the idea that journalists can and should
help manage conflict. The Mediation Project for
Journalists (MPJ) imparts to journalists a set of
skills borrowed from mediation to help them to
do so.

Bringing parties to the table: Journalists have
unparalleled access to parties and can help them
begin dialogue around conflictual issues.

Active listening: Journalists can help engage
parties in better listening, through practicing it
themselves. Conflicts often persist because people
aren’t really heard.

Moving parties off positions, towards interests:
Journalists needn’t reiterate parties’ hardened
positions but rather can explore interests
underlying these positions identifying common
ground between parties.

Agenda setting: This entails harking back to the
call for more pro-active journalism, providing
analysis and insight into critical issues.

Dispelling misperceptions and stereotypes:
Journalists can explore misperceptions of the
“other” with the parties on both sides.

Questioning assumptions: Journalists need to
question not only their own assumptions but also
the assumptions of others.

Laundering language: Recognising that words can
do tremendous damage, perpetuating stereotypes
and division, watch out for labels such as “victim”
or “perpetrator”.

Joint problem solving: Journalists help to
structure the conflict and identify key problem
areas to be addressed. This can spotlight instances
where joint problem-solving works, and the
process the parties took to get there.10

Melissa Baumann and Hannes Siebert are the founders of the South African Media Peace CentreMelissa Baumann and Hannes Siebert are the founders of the South African Media Peace CentreMelissa Baumann and Hannes Siebert are the founders of the South African Media Peace CentreMelissa Baumann and Hannes Siebert are the founders of the South African Media Peace CentreMelissa Baumann and Hannes Siebert are the founders of the South African Media Peace Centre
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A Rwandan refugee near Lubutu, Zaire.
Photo: UNHCR/C. Bowers/01.1997
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Chapter IX:
Examples of media projects building peace

The range of programming is considerable: discussions, interviews,
phone-in programmes and listeners’ letter programmes,
documentaries, oral testimonies, stories and dramas. All of these
can, in creative hands, raise awareness of conflict issues and stimulate
debate. All have the potential to facilitate peace-building, provided
they follow basic guidelines for effective programming.

What follows are examples of some of the most innovative peace-
building programmes to date, focusing on radio and video, with a
special emphasis on drama. All offer fertile ground for further
examination of their proven effectiveness. Nevertheless, they are
exciting examples of creative uses of the media to help reduce conflict.

1. Radio facilitating peace-building

The role of the facilitator in conflict may be compared to a midwife,
as in Plato’s metaphor: “The midwife draws out the baby. She doesn’t
create him or her.” The same may be said of community and local
radios when they act as facilitators, namely they help in “drawing
out” the potential that is already there.

a) Local and community radio

In South Africa, the politicisation of society has had an impact on
community broadcasting. It is more common now to find local
radios taking on peace-building roles, with radio proving to be an
effective voice for community concerns.
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Bush Radio in Cape Town takes an active part in combating the
vigilante group PAGAD (People against Gangsterism and Drugs).
The station management has successfully avoided allowing local
faction leaders to use the radio as a platform; it has also taken the
bold editorial decision not to report every single instance of street
violence, to help prevent copycat or revenge killings. It justifies
this editorial “censorship” on the grounds that this is what the
listeners tell them is in the best interests of the community. Bush
Radio management also takes part in mediation efforts aimed at
decreasing the level of community violence.1

When community broadcasters open up sensitive issues like violence,
they shouldn’t be left to work in isolation. Radio broadcasters are
likely to live within these communities and may suffer from any
repercussions from remarks that are misunderstood. Many
community radios in South Africa have experienced threats when
they tackled issues of violence in their communities.

Nampula, Mozambique.
Photo: Panos Pictures
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According to South African media sociologist Lesley Fordred,
community radio programming can play an effective role in peace-
building, providing it:
• looks for solutions;
• promotes commitment to implement solutions;
• enables hope to sprout;
• explains processes, rather than just report events.2

A good example of effective community radio stems from Mali, a
country where the development of local radio has flourished in the
past decade.

Radio Daande Douentza

In rural central Mali, whole communities exist with no running
water and no electricity. Yet The Voice of Douentza, the country’s
first solar-powered radio station, broadcasts daily to a population
of mostly illiterate dairy farmers and cattle herders. Radio
Douentza covers around 15,000 square kilometres with its 250
watt transmitter. Traditionally, sedentary farmers forming one of
the area’s ethnic groups have been in conflict with nomadic
herdsmen who come from another ethnic group. The two groups
compete for water and arable land. The herdsmen, looking for
grazing land for their cattle, allow their animals to trample the
farmers’ land. Past disputes have ended in death and other forms
of violence. As part of the community, broadcasters in Douentza
decided to use air power to encourage farmers and herdsmen to
speak to each other as soon as they realised there may be a problem
instead of waiting until the damage had been done. Radio
Douentza producers created a series of mini-dramas to emphasise
the importance of negotiations over violence. The community
and the authorities believed that the broadcasts contributed
substantially to decreasing the violence.3
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This is an excellent example of a local initiative that recognised the
source of conflict in its community and developed a media-based
approach for helping to resolve it. The broadcasts benefited from
several features which may be replicated in similar situations.

● They were local and from a trusted non-partisan source.

● They had the benefit of local “inside knowledge”, which allowed
them to pre-empt the conflicts.

● The programmes were imaginative and non-judgmental.

● The programmes were solution-oriented.4

Although there was no survey carried out to measure the success of
the series, Radio Douentza has clearly met one of the major criteria
for helping to resolve conflict: ensuring local people feel an
ownership of the station. According to British journalist, Francis
Rolt, “in 1994, when the station went off the air for several months
due to a technical problem, personnel were insulted on the street by
radio listeners who didn’t understand the source of the problem.
When the station went off the air for a week, due again to technical
reasons, village chiefs dispatched messengers from as far as
70 kilometres away on foot to complain.” 5

Community radio is in a privileged position to help facilitate a
reduction in violence because of its insider’s position within the
community. It forgoes the obstacle of being seen as imposed from
outside and therefore having to achieve credibility within a
community. At the same time, however, staff of community radio
stations attempting to deal with conflict resolution may be more
susceptible to intimidation or threats.

Local radio benefits from being part of the community which it
serves and can direct programming to specific target groups. As so
much of peace-building is about helping to change attitudes,
developing projects for children and youth is an especially
worthwhile approach. Media Action International has run a popular
youth programme in Kosovo since summer 1999, which is broadcast
on more than 20 local stations. The programme is called Qeshu,
Rini, Qeshu which means “Smile, Youth, Smile” in the Albanian
language. It is the title of a popular youth song and aims to help
promote ethnic tolerance by providing young journalists with the

Community radioCommunity radioCommunity radioCommunity radioCommunity radio
cab help facilitatecab help facilitatecab help facilitatecab help facilitatecab help facilitate
a reduction ina reduction ina reduction ina reduction ina reduction in
violenceviolenceviolenceviolenceviolence
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opportunity to explore issues confronting their generation by
featuring programmes for and by local youth.

Young people in Kosovo live in a province with an uncertain identity,
with the growing pains of a post-war province struggling to compete
in a developing region. Massive levels of unemployment face most
university graduates. Qeshu, Rini, Qeshu aims to offer a vehicle to
discuss and debate the future in a non-confrontational and solution-
oriented manner.

Project SPEAR-Kosovo interviews international relief expert.
Photo: Media Action International, Kosovo
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Qeshu, Rini, Qeshu: Youth programming in Kosovo
by Rod Curtis

Nearly 70% of Kosovo’s population is under the
age of 30. It is a staggering statistic. If Kosovo is
to have a stable, positive future, then the majority
of its population – the youth of Kosovo – must
feel like they have a future. Information, education
and entertainment are the keys. Today’s youth are
media savvy, but they are also media junkies. They
soak up radio and television, newspapers and
magazines. Hence information and media can be
effectively used to target youth and inform them:
about technology and the Internet; about the
dangers of AIDS, drugs and alcohol; about safe
driving, safe sex, and employment opportunities;
about setting goals and achieving them.

Why is Qeshu, Rini, Qeshu appreciated by young
Kosovar people? It is produced for youth, by youth,
covering youth issues. The vast majority of people
we interview for the programme are your average
young people on Kosovo’s streets. It’s extremely
important that young people here are given a voice,
given the opportunity to realise their opinion does
matter. It’s an important step, because gradually
Kosovo’s youth will feel they are not excluded from
the decision-makers, but are an essential part of
the process.

If radio stations are playing youth programmes,
discussing important youth issues and promoting
peace and tolerance in Serbian and Albanian, they
begin to play a role in the reconciliation of Kosovo.
The journalists working on the programme start
to change. The listeners begin to consider alterna-
tives to violence. It becomes a sustainable solution.

Recently, Kosovo experienced its first free and fair
elections. Media Action International, funded by
the Organization for Security and Co-operation in

Europe (OSCE), drove out to seven regional centres
to educate youths on how to vote through a
comedy play, and then provided a free disco,
played out of the back of a truck. In all, probably
30,000 people came out to party. There was not a
single incident of violence. Young Kosovars,
starved for information, soaked up the info-
tainment directed, finally, at them, celebrating with
hands pumping the air.

Some people wondered if the programme was
effective: “Why do you aim this at the youth, when
most of them aren’t old enough to vote?” I was
asked. Simple: If you want to promote change,
peace and tolerance, and if you want to inform
and educate, then it is crucial to inform Kosovo’s
youth. It empowers them. It gives them and the
province a future.

In many ways, the real victims in Kosovo today
are the Serbian youth. Today they live in small
enclaves protected by KFOR troops in areas like
Gracanica, and North Mitrovica. They can rarely
leave, and most don’t, and so live cooped up in
small protected zones. The youth are depressed,
bored and lonely. Media Action International is now
beginning a youth radio programme in the Serbian
language to help tackle this situation. It won’t
change their daily reality, but it will empower them
with information. And it will provide daily
entertainment produced for them – by them.

Youths who suffer in crises all over the world have
an uncanny ability to bounce back, to look to a
positive future. All too often, however, they are
overlooked in the post-crisis relief and
development information phases. I believe we are
proving in Kosovo why they shouldn’t be.

Rod Curtis is MAI Project Manager in Pristina, KosovoRod Curtis is MAI Project Manager in Pristina, KosovoRod Curtis is MAI Project Manager in Pristina, KosovoRod Curtis is MAI Project Manager in Pristina, KosovoRod Curtis is MAI Project Manager in Pristina, Kosovo
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The success of this programme stems from the fact that it built upon
a long-running humanitarian programme and hence had already
achieved credibility within the community. The programme features
young journalists and aims to be in tune with the mood of the
generation. It is oriented toward the future and helps establish a
sense of hopefulness amongst Kosovar youth about chances for a
better life.

Another important factor in Qeshu, Rini, Qeshu’s popularity
concerns the fact that the programme is broadcast over local radio
stations, thereby reaching multiple audiences. This is the same
approach taken by Search for Common Ground’s Talking Drum
Studio in Liberia. As a conflict resolution organization, Search for
Common Ground advocates a media approach that includes a multi-
ethnic and diverse staff, and the use of multiple conflict resolution
techniques.

Hutu refugee in Karagwe Camp, Tanzania, gets news of the war by radio.
Photo: Panos Pictures/Crispin Hughes
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Talking Drum Studio
by John Langlois

Though Liberians had been fighting a brutal civil
war since late 1989, the peace process and the
prospect of elections in July 1997 had created the
potential for a peaceful transition from conflict.
The Dutch Foreign Ministry approached Search for
Common Ground (SFCG) and provided funds to
establish Talking Drum Studio (TDS) to help to
consolidate the peace and educate the public about
the election process. SFCG hired a Liberian staff
and equipped a production studio with a mandate
to produce and distribute radio programmes but
not to broadcast them – the studio has no
transmitter of its own but works with local radio
stations to play its radio programmes. The goal of
the studio is to use its radio programmes to
promote and support peacebuilding efforts and
conflict resolution in a post-civil war environment.

TDS is a fully staffed production studio comprised
of Liberians from diverse regional and ethnic
backgrounds and of professionals from many
fields including scriptwriters, actors, journalists,
technicians, producers, and managers. Two
recording studios are used to produce news,
music, drama, and public affairs programmes. Two
evaluations, conducted in 1998 and 1999, have
proven that TDS radio programmes are
enormously popular with the listening public, that
TDS programmes have had a positive impact on
the lives and attitudes of listeners, and that TDS
has wide support even at official levels of the
Liberian Government. Further, TDS has expanded
the role of what it means to do journalism and
conflict resolution media by developing a range of
radio programmes and techniques to respond to
conflict. By using its own indigenously developed
forms of behavior-change communication, TDS
has created what evaluators have labeled “Intended
Outcomes Journalism” (IOJ), or common ground

journalism, in which radio programmes are
designed to actively prevent and respond to
ongoing conflicts.

Three critical “essentials” of the studio’s design
have helped create TDS’ unique approach and
made it possible to deliver high quality media
conflict interventions on a regular basis:

1. The de-sanctification of objective journalism:
TDS began its life by publicly acknowledging that
it was not strictly a news organization and
therefore was not bound by the conceit of
journalistic objectivity. TDS actively promotes
the position that it is an advocate of peace
through its radio programmes. Radio outlets
were mushrooming in the pre-election period in
early to mid-1997, including Star Radio and
Radio Veritas, a station with robust support from
the Catholic Archdiocese. These stations were
in addition to stations owned by politicians and
the Government of Liberia. With so many viable
news outlets with multiple editorial opinions, it
was felt by TDS management that the studio
could play a more dynamic role in Liberia if it
complemented radio stations to focus less on
straight news and information and more on
advocacy. TDS has been able to build a strong
“peace-building” brand in Liberia so that
journalists and staff from the studio may often
be called on to be community facilitators or
mediators.

2. Understanding the role of radio and its use
for social change: Many of the principal
management and production staff were originally
trained as “development journalists,” and
worked in an environment that accepted that
radio programming could and should be used
as a tool for social and economic change. The
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transition to using radio for conflict resolution
and management was a very simple one for this
group of skilled personnel, who understood how
to prepare educational and advocational radio
programmes. Further, they were not constrained
or confounded by identities supposedly
consistent with being “factual” journalists.

3. Talent – the Talking Drum Studio’s ace: The
principal strength of TDS is the talent of its staff.
Its drama programming is the popularity engine
for the studio. The core members of the radio
and live performance drama staff of TDS have a
long history of success and popularity in Liberia.
They write and produce 90 minutes of unique
drama programming each week. There are no

college degrees among the staff; yet they succeed
because of their artistic talents. Development
communications “experts” should understand that
in Hollywood a college degree is rare; yet
Hollywood’s machinery produces the world’s most
popular entertainment.

Fundamental to the success of TDS has been the
institutional development of a unique journalistic
identity and approach and the staff’s capacity to build
its own effective brand. TDS staff has used the same
skills to work with the public and government to
ensure its continued operation and legal standing.
TDS therefore remains a continued symbol of hope
for the public in the face of one of the world’s most
oppressive governments.

John Langlois was Director of John Langlois was Director of John Langlois was Director of John Langlois was Director of John Langlois was Director of TTTTTalking Drum Studioalking Drum Studioalking Drum Studioalking Drum Studioalking Drum Studio from Januar from Januar from Januar from Januar from January 1997 to July 1999y 1997 to July 1999y 1997 to July 1999y 1997 to July 1999y 1997 to July 1999

Liberian women being repatriated from the Baala Transit Centre in Guinea.
Photo: UNHCR/28295/03.1998/K. Diagne
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b) International radio programmes

International radio programmes may be effective vehicles for peace-
building provided producers are aware of the limitations which arise
from not being locally drawn.

The UNICEF-funded Radio Voice of Peace was designed to
support the peace-building process in Somalia. One of the first
difficulties is that the programme was broadcast from studios in
Addis Ababa by broadcasters speaking Somali with Ethiopian
accents. The rule that the most effective programmes are locally
generated was violated. Worse, however, was that the Ogaden
war between Ethiopia and Somalia had not been forgotten by
Somalis, therefore making the location of the project wholly
impractical.6

There are other examples, however, of programmes which have been
carefully designed to play on the strengths of international
broadcasting.

VOA’s Angola initiative, Angola, Linha Directa, Linha Aberta,
was designed to support the Angolan peace process. It provides a
national audience with comprehensive news and information from
diverse perspectives on issues central to Angolans. It entails
thematic programming such as coverage of democratic reforms,
conflict resolution, reconciliation, humanitarian information,
human rights issues, and economic inequalities. The project was
designed to introduce its worldwide audience to the principles
and practices of conflict resolution. For this series, journalists
move beyond hard news toward production of stories that explore
local efforts to resolve problems, social relations and individual
and group efforts for peace. A core series of 24 documentary
programmes in several languages was adapted to the needs of
specific audiences. It included a lecture series on media and conflict
prevention and a workbook on conflict resolution for journalists
reporting in emerging democracies.7
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The BBC World Service operates similar programmes directed
toward local populations through their Great Lakes and Somali
Service programmes.

Other international broadcasters such as Deutsche Welle, Radio
France International, and Radio Netherlands are also involved in
assistance and training programmes for local journalists. The aim is
to help in the creation of pluralist, independent, and impartial media
in developing countries, countries in transition to democracy, and
zones of conflict. In this way, programming can have the advantages
of local perspectives in local languages that can lead to credible and
sustainable media projects for and by local populations.

2. Innovative uses of video

a) Video diaries

Between 1990 and 1994, more than 2000 people died in Thokoza
Township outside Johannesburg in pre-election violence between
the African National Congress and the Inkatha Freedom Party. After
the election, tension continued to simmer between the two groups,
threatening to erupt at any moment. The Simunye Video Dialogue
Project was set up to promote dialogue through video.

The work was facilitated by Phillip Visser who describes how video
was used to promote dialogue:
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“Simunye translates as ‘we are one’ and this is a project that has
drawn political adversaries together through the use of hand-held
video cameras.  The two main peace builders within the process
are two commanders who were former rivals, Thabo Kwaza of
the ANC and Wiseman Ndebele of Inkatha. After consulting with
the community it was decided to use video as a tool to open a
space for dialogue between those in conflict. Thabo and Wiseman
each took a video camera and made a film of their interpretation
of the conflict, its causes, and the suffering that both sides had
endured.

“The first layer of dialogue occurred within and between the
filmmakers as people and within the partisan groups. Having been
trained in video making and conflict handling, Thabo and
Wiseman began to shoot scenes, conduct interviews and record
the stories of suffering and the hopes for the future as seen by the
people from ‘their side’.

“The next step was the ‘cross-over’: Thabo and Wiseman had to
show their films to each other to create a joint film. What was
separate had to become one, in a small but symbolic process for
the community. If we could get two former commanders to talk,
perhaps it was possible to get others to talk, listen and understand
each other as people and as groups, while holding on to their
separate identities.

“Though the reconciliation process was initially fraught, the
Thokoza community came to the conclusion after watching the
video and discussing it, that it was only political rhetoric that
was dividing their community and that everyone longed for peace.
Following this process cross-community groups were set up to
mediate on some of the key problems that had divided them,
including housing provision. A community newspaper Simunye
News was the result.” 8
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This imaginative initiative illustrates a number of pointers for a
successful media peace-building intervention:

● It was local, and jointly mounted by trusted representatives of
both communities.

● There was a partnership with an outside organization
(Wilgespruit Fellowship Center), which worked very hard at
gaining trust to help the mediation process.

● It provided a communication tool to promote dialogue, to
“humanise” the opposing sides and thereby to help the
reconciliation process.

In addition, the video served as an emotional catharsis for a highly
traumatised community. The production was part of an ongoing
process aimed at easing tension between the two sides, not an isolated
event which in itself would probably have achieved little.

For Phillip Visser there were clearly identifiable payoffs from the
video-making process. These include:

1) Creating the capacity to record a collective history. The film
showed the people of Thokosa that they have one history, and
they share a future.

2) Structuring the conflict. The visual forum helped people grapple
with identified issues and brainstorm solutions.

3) Providing an emotional catharsis for the highly traumatised
community.

4) Assisting with relationship building.

5) Keeping pace with the community, reflecting issues important
to them and following their own agenda.

6) Serving as a substitute, rather than an official, process for dealing
with the past (as opposed to the Truth Commission9 which was
not trusted by many in the community).10

Another important lesson learned from the Simunye dialogue project
is that video cannot be used in isolation. It can stimulate and challenge
but must be used in tandem with other peace-building initiatives to
promote community dialogue.
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Another interesting example of the use of video stems from the NGO
Internews’ video project in Northern Ireland whereby young school
children were filmed talking about their experiences in the Catholic/
Protestant debate. The film aimed to show the effect of war on those
individuals who grow up in conflict areas. Although generally well
received by the viewing audience, the film does illustrate one of the
dangers of working with video: highly visible throughout her
community after the film was show, one girl was threatened with
violence because of her views.

One of the problems of video dialogues, as indeed with many other
media conflict intervention projects, is that their impact has not been
measured systematically. There are as yet no widely accepted
indicators of “success”. Intervening with a video diary project is a
delicate business which has to be carefully organized, otherwise it
risks becoming an exploitative process.

b) Dramatisations

Apart from using video as a documentary tool, it can also make an
effective medium to dramatise real situations. This might be
particularly useful in situations where showing the identity of
individuals on film could endanger them. Dramatisations are also
useful for illustrating “what-ifs” and showing the potential
repercussions of actions taken to either worsen or improve
conflictual relationships.

Dramatisations may be used also to help lead communities to reach
settlements over conflicts by adapting behaviour similar to the
characters in the story.

The Water Wars, a drama with local people made in 1996 in
Mozambique, focuses on recent conflicts within the community
and family unit. It tells four inter-linked stories of people in a
town and their everyday struggles. Producer Brigitte Bagnol says
she made the film as a response to a difficult situation: it was
important for people living in the towns to know the true state of
poor water conditions in rural areas. “I wanted to show the wars
after the war, including the water war, and the gender war.”11
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The film sought to strengthen the importance of community
involvement in borehole maintenance by allowing ordinary people
to have a voice. As a tool for peace-building, the Water Wars aimed
to illustrate how the same issue can adversely affect everyone even
within the same family and therefore, finding solutions has benefits
for everyone equally. Another strength of this approach was that it
focused on a small conflict within the context of the larger conflict
in Mozambique. It demonstrated how conflicts can be resolved one
step at a time. 12

c) Video as an eye-witness

In Rwanda tens of thousands of accused perpetrators of the genocide
have been lingering in overcrowded prisons for years, waiting for
trial. Again, a wronged population is seeking justice, and some would
say revenge, for the deaths of hundreds of thousands. Putting people
on trial for atrocities in Rwanda has been a difficult exercise. Besides
the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda in Arusha,
traditional local courts, called gacaca, are being set up in communities
across the country. If justice is to lead to reconciliation, then
Rwandans must keep abreast and understand the legal and social
process being undertaken – a challenge in a country with an
underdeveloped media scene and high level of illiteracy. Six years
after the genocide, the work of these legal systems has yet to reach
the everyday lives of Rwandans. With this background, Internews
has begun production of Genocide on Trial, an innovative multi-
stage media project which aims to improve the credibility of the
rule of law in Rwanda and lay the foundation for a genuine
nationwide dialogue on justice.
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The Internews project begins with the production of The Arusha
Tapes, a one-hour video compilation of the critical movements of
the first five years of the Arusha Tribunal.  It then continues with
public screenings of the tape across Rwanda. The responses of
those audiences will be incorporated into The Arusha Tapes to
culminate in a feature-length documentary called Genocide on
Trial. This film will then be shown across Rwanda using a special
video-equipped van. Audience feedback, including videotaped
interviews with audience members, will then be integrated into
regular newsreels that Internews will produce, and show
throughout the country.

The aim of the interviews is that when people watch the newsreels
they will learn what people from different regions, other than
their own, are saying about the process of justice in Rwanda.

Interviewing displaced village headman in the Jejjah area of Eritrea.
Photo: Panos Pictures/Heldur Netocny
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Genocide on Trial incorporates several of the prerequisites for
effective peace-building programmes, including:

● placing heavy emphasis on audience feedback;

● providing a vehicle for facilitated discussion about traumatic
events;

● working in close partnership with local organizations;

● co-ordinating with already existing reconciliation programmes.

By providing the basis for nationwide dialogue on the Rwandan
conflict, the Internews project serves as a mechanism to promote
reconciliation and long-term peace-building. It helps give a voice to
those ensuring prosecution of war-crimes and serves as a witness to
the process. Above all, it responds to the dilemma that in order for
justice to be meaningful, Rwandans need to have the opportunity
to witness and understand the trials of those suspected of being
behind the genocide. With video serving as the eyes of the Rwandan
population, it is hoped that the justice sought in Arusha will help
bring about a lasting reconciliation and peace in the region.

3. Drama

In many conflict areas, the thirst for entertainment is often neglected.
Drama can play several roles: apart from providing a vehicle for the
dissemination of peace-building themes, it can also help distract the
local audience. This respite from their daily realities can become an
important part of the life of many listeners and viewers.

Drama is a favourite medium for peace-building programmes for a
number of reasons. As it is fictional, it can provide a vivid depiction
of the realities of war without naming names and threatening those
in power. It provides an all-important “neutral space” in which
peace-building options can be explored. Satire and humour can be
used to maintain audience interest. Peace-building themes – such as
war causing suffering to civilians rather than fighters – can be
reiterated time and again in a drama setting without boring the
audience.

The thirst forThe thirst forThe thirst forThe thirst forThe thirst for
entertainment isentertainment isentertainment isentertainment isentertainment is
often neglected inoften neglected inoften neglected inoften neglected inoften neglected in
conflict situationsconflict situationsconflict situationsconflict situationsconflict situations
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a) Radio

There are issues and stories which are too sensitive to put on air, or
when subjects need to retain their anonymity. Radio dramas can
communicate such experiences safely and powerfully. In KwaZulu-
Natal in South Africa, a radio drama produced by Vuleka
Productions on the “taxi wars” has the production team working
with local people to develop story-lines which are credible. The
team then tests the pilot dramas on listeners before the final edit and
broadcast. In this way, the peace-building messages of the
programmes remain contemporary and therefore more relevant to
the listening audience.

Developing drama as a means of reducing tension can be a laborious
process, yet if it is successful, its impact can be impressive. Several
benefits appear to be emerging from the practice of using drama in
support of peace and reconciliation. These include:

Listening to BBC focus on Africa, Sierra Leone.
Photo: Panos Pictures/Jon Spaull
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● giving voices to the “voiceless and marginalised”;

● engaging important stakeholders in the peace process – for
example, major financial institutions have sponsored peace-
oriented dramas in Sri Lanka;

● mobilizing, motivating and guiding audiences toward positive
and pro-social actions;

● contributing to the rehabilitation of forms of creative expression
and other cultural practices;

● producing “cultural share-ability” – this means that dramas
produced in one context can be used effectively in other cultural
contexts;

● helping reduce “donor fatigue” by applying multi-method
evaluation strategies to demonstrate effectiveness;

● providing opportunities for closer collaboration with the
researchers and practitioners in the academic and artistic
communities;

● contributing to the use of entertainment genres to promote and
support pro-social change and development.

Search for Common Ground’s experience in Burundi has
demonstrated that radio drama is particularly suitable for countries
that have an oral/aural tradition. Studio Ijambo has been producing
a radio soap opera that aims to break down stereotypes. This
programme benefits from the credibility of Studio Ijambo, but has
developed a faithful listenership on its own.



158

LIFELINE MEDIA: REACHING POPULATIONS IN CRISIS

“Our Neighbours, Ourselves”: Drama in Burundi
by Francis Rolt

Studio Ijambo believes it is important to maintain
pressure on the population at large, to encourage
them to think for themselves, and to avoid
stereotyping the other ethnicity. A bi-weekly soap,
Umubanyi Niwe Muryango (Our Neighbours,
Ourselves) has an average audience of 85% of
the population. The story-line makes it plain that
the two main families involved are of different
ethnicities, but the listener never knows which is
which. So either or both sides can be seen to be
at fault. Another such programme is Inkingi
Y’Ubuntu (Pillars of Wisdom) which is about Hutus
who saved Tutsis, and Tutsis who saved Hutus
during the years of crisis (alternate weeks).
Sometimes it incorporates more contemporary
heroes and heroines, such as the members of a
mixed women’s association in a starkly divided

part of the capital, or women of different ethnicities
who have managed to maintain their self-help links
despite numerous attacks on both sides.

One of the main tools used in conflict resolution
is to get people to put themselves in the perceived
enemy’s shoes. In Inkingi Y’Ubuntu, and in many
other programmes, Studio Ijambo journalists try
to do this, to make interviewees (and so listeners)
think about the other ethnicity’s hopes and fears.
Not everyone can do it, and sometimes the Studio
Ijambo team even have to remind each other not
to generalise, to step back from blaming all Tutsis
or all Hutus for a recent murderous attack. It
usually works though, and the studio, as well as
being a source of reliable information, is a model
of co-operation.

Francis Rolt is Director of Francis Rolt is Director of Francis Rolt is Director of Francis Rolt is Director of Francis Rolt is Director of Studio IjamboStudio IjamboStudio IjamboStudio IjamboStudio Ijambo

Burundian schoolgirls outside their classroom in Bujumbura.
Photo: UNICEF/95-0256/Howard Davies
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One of the advantages of using drama is that it can discuss issues
that are simply too controversial to tackle outright.

A traditional means of settling family or clan feuds in Afghanistan
is for the wronged party to accept a woman from the family of
the perpetrator of the crime. The woman is then married into the
family, but will often lead a miserable life as she is a constant
reminder of the man who has wronged the family, in many cases
the person who has killed a family member. This inhumane
practice to women is still considered to be an effective way of
preventing deaths through long-running blood feuds. The BBC
radio soap opera New Home New Life featured this practice
(known as “bad”) in a story-line. Research showed that it
generated a great deal of interest amongst listeners as this was a
practice which was well known but very rarely questioned.
Interestingly, for the first time it appeared to become an
appropriate topic of conversation between husbands and wives,
as it could safely focus on the fictional characters of the radio
drama. The practice of “bad” was increasingly questioned
throughout the country. At the end of 1998, about a year after
the storyline was broadcast, it was banned by the Taliban
authorities.13

The significance of this example is that the drama provided a safe
“neutral space” in which an obviously unacceptable practice could
be debated. It also highlighted social behaviour which was within
the power of communities to influence.

If  New Home, New Life’s story-lines have been able to influence
its audiences, it is because it has achieved a great deal of authority
and respect amongst its listeners. Research has shown that New
Home, New Life has been successful because people identify with
the characters. The programme attempts to repeat the same key
messages without being boring and to create role models. At the
same time, audiences are encouraged to discuss the key themes of
the soap opera through listeners’ letters, which attest to their level
of involvement. The programme tries to link the local village where
the story takes place with a national peace-building process. Included
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among such themes are: child soldiers, prisoners of war, and the
loss of a family member who was a soldier.

b) Video and television

The aim of Nashe Maalo, a television drama produced by Search
for Common Ground – Macedonia (SCGM) is to defuse tensions
by challenging ethnic stereotypes and prejudiced attitudes amongst
the new generation. Nashe Maalo is designed as “curriculum-based
programming”, that is, it has a specific learning objective. According
to SCGM, curriculum-based programming is useful in situations
where the cause of the conflict is constant (such as ethnic perceptions)
and not changing rapidly over time. The themes vary according to
the “curricular goals” that any particular episode is intended to
achieve.

To promote the series, Common Ground Productions recently
produced a music video that features the children starring in the
series along with pop music stars from different ethnic groups. This
was the first time that these musicians ever performed together.11

The following guidelines focus on how to develop drama
programming to support and promote peace and reconciliation
interventions.

Staffing:

● In establishing the creative teams, build upon local cultural
traditions and practices. Pay attention to oral traditions.

● Select personnel who are known, credible, and have reputations
as popular storytellers. This helps to draw and maintain
audiences. In establishing the creative teams, ensure that they
include representatives of the groups engaged in the conflict.

Training:

● Expose members of the team to training in drama-writing
techniques, for example, how to write cliffhangers.

● Expose members of the creative team to training in conflict
resolution and peace-building practices.

Build upon localBuild upon localBuild upon localBuild upon localBuild upon local
cultural traditionscultural traditionscultural traditionscultural traditionscultural traditions
and practicesand practicesand practicesand practicesand practices
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Script development:

● Base themes on careful research. There is a range of methods
that can be used in this process: needs assessments, writers’
meetings, focus group discussions, key informant interviews,
semi-structured interviews, consultations with technical
advisers.

● Pay attention to ethical implications. Ensure that the “story” is
correct. Ensure that you have the dynamics of the conflict right.

Message development:

● Research and use participatory methods to ensure that messages
are relevant and rest upon a solid moral foundation. Maintain
active contact (through local staff and other approaches) with
audiences to ensure that the language used is relevant.

● Ensure that production values (e.g. music) are contemporary.

● Be responsible when dealing with “dangerous themes.”

Women in sound recording studio, Phom Penh.
Photo: Panos Pictures/Sean Sprague.



162

LIFELINE MEDIA: REACHING POPULATIONS IN CRISIS

● Use satire cautiously. Satire can be dangerous. Satire requires
an appreciation of audience sophistication. Embed the satire in
a character.

● Use humour cautiously. Humour can build audience loyalty
but it can have a “boomerang effect”. Embed the humour in a
character. Use empathetic themes. This can also build audience
loyalty.

● Encourage “intertextuality” – linkages with previous dramas
or other “texts” in the cultural context.

● Demonstrate the mutual benefits that will be derived from the
peace process. Ensure that “messages” are translatable into
action.

● Develop other communication materials that can complement
the drama intervention. For example: magazine radio
programmes and print materials in Afghanistan are produced
to support the New Home, New Life drama. Remember some
drama interventions can have another life in another medium,
such as street theatre.

Research:

● Undertake formative research. Participatory approaches can
enrich the content of the dramas and build audience loyalty.

● Share research methods, findings and conclusions with the wider
community.
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Nashe Maalo – Youth television in Macedonia
by Eran Fraenkel

In 1999, Search for Common Ground-Macedonia
(SCGM) launched Nashe Maalo, a three-year
television programme for children (ages 8-12) on
intercultural understanding, conflict prevention
based on greater cultural awareness, and teaching
of conflict-resolution skills. Nashe Maalo differs
from SCGM’s other projects in its character as
“intended outcome” media. Using a research
model developed by Children’s Television
Workshop for Sesame Street, SCGM created
Nashe Maalo as an entertaining vehicle to convey
educational objectives of tolerance, trust, and
positive conflict-resolution skills-building.
Combining attractive television production with
curricular goals, Nashe Maalo has become perhaps
the most widely-watched programme in
Macedonia, with an audience of 76% of all children
and 50% of their parents.

Nashe Maalo has episodes that look specifically
at cultural practices and how misinterpreting them
can lead to conflict. Mali has a Little Lamb
juxtaposes the Muslim celebration of Bayram with
the Macedonian Orthodox celebration of Easter.

Other shows look at specific stereotypes that exist
among members of one community regarding
another. The Necklace is based on the common
stereotype that Roma are thieves and shows how
making decisions based on this stereotype has
negative repercussions.

The idea underlying all of this, in terms of peace-
building, is that the greatest need to be addressed
among children in Macedonia is lack of knowledge
about each other. Conflicts arise most commonly
due to ignorance, which feeds the most common
emotion felt here: fear. Fear and suspicion need to
be overcome if we want kids to begin building trust,
and on that trust a peaceful future for themselves.
Therefore, bridging the cultural ignorance chasm
is the show’s first challenge. The second is to show
kids that greater cultural awareness is a necessary
precondition for conflict prevention. If I understand
you and your ways of living, I am less likely to
react negatively since I know WHY you do what
you do.

Eran Fraenkel is the Director of Search for Common Ground – MacedoniaEran Fraenkel is the Director of Search for Common Ground – MacedoniaEran Fraenkel is the Director of Search for Common Ground – MacedoniaEran Fraenkel is the Director of Search for Common Ground – MacedoniaEran Fraenkel is the Director of Search for Common Ground – Macedonia
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Rwandan refugee children wait in line to be vaccinated, Benaco Camp, Tanzania.
Photo: UNICEF/94-0071/Howard Davies
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Section Four:
Measuring Impact

A major problem with media projects is that it is difficult to
determine indicators of success. Humanitarian programmes can be
evaluated to determine whether information reached the target
audience. But is it really possible to know whether the programme
itself helped save lives?

Even so, media projects make sense only if they achieve the intended
impact on the audience. Therefore, successfully evaluating this impact
is likely to be one of the most challenging elements of the overall
project. Is evaluating the impact of media designed to prevent conflict
simply an exercise in trying to measure the immeasurable?1

Even though undertaking evaluations in humanitarian and crisis
situations clearly poses problems these should not be seen as
obstacles, but rather as challenges. The most obvious is that in
emergency situations the collection of data may be fraught with
difficulty. Particularly daunting in refugee situations, for example,
may be determining whether a sample of the population is
representative of the overall audience, some of whom may be
impossible to reach.

Media projects will be concerned with two types of evaluation:
formative (which identify directions to take in programme design,
format, content and scheduling) and summative (which aim to
determine how well a programme succeeds in measurable outcomes).

The aim of this section is not to provide guidelines on how to evaluate
media projects. Rather it is simply to acquaint readers with some of
the ideas currently circulating about various evaluation approaches.
It is hoped that this will incite more creative reflection on how best
to measure the impact of media projects in conflict areas.
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Caption
Photo:
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Chapter X:
Participatory monitoring and evaluation

In 1998, Media Action International commissioned a study on
methodologies for the assessment of media-based programmes. The
aim was to compile a simple tool kit to guide programme makers in
the development of monitoring and evaluation strategies for
development-oriented media projects. The findings are also relevant
for humanitarian and peace-building programmes.

The study, written by Andrew Skuse, focused on the use of
indicators and stressed the need for participatory monitoring and
evaluation. Participatory means that there is a process of dialogue
during which communities work together to identify mutually
acceptable approaches or solutions to problems. The Skuse study
began with the following premises:

● Many media producers often have an unclear or undeveloped
understanding of their audiences.

● Within the communication process the weakest point is often
the amount of feedback derived from audiences.

● The goal of effective communication is to build links between
media producers and their audiences, enabling a continuous
form of broadcast assessment and improvement to occur.1

The Skuse study stresses the need to consider evaluation as an
ongoing learning process whereby the programme producers
constantly gauge the reaction of the audience to the programmes
and use this information to produce better and more relevant content.
In his report Dr Skuse cites research that states:

“Evaluation is not about establishing ‘certainties’, or even about
‘proving’ anything. Rather, it is a process, which helps us see more
clearly what it is we are doing, and the nature of the issues being
confronted. It is a ‘way of seeing’.” 2
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The success of humanitarian and post-conflict programming depends
on ensuring that the audience needs and preferences are thoroughly
reflected in the programme output. Hence, participatory monitoring
and evaluation become the basis on which the programme is
designed, developed and constantly adapted.

The model below suggests that projects should aim for an ongoing
process of learning. The goal of this strategy is to create a virtuous
circle in which the needs of audiences and the impact of broadcasts
become a form of permanent assessment.

This simple schema illustrates a central theme in this guide: namely,
production of programming is part of a cycle that is determined by
the needs and attitudes of the target audience. The audience’s reaction
to the programmes determines how the content is developed and
adapted.

The Skuse study also recommends a shift from emphasis on
quantitative methodology to qualitative assessment. Reliance on
statistical data serves primarily to determine the popularity of the
programme, but offers little guidance about how to alter the
programme to better reflect the needs and interests of the audience.

Media production and consumption circuit

Media production
and consumption

circuit

Broadcast

Consumption

Audience evaluation

Production

▲

▲

1

2

3

4

▲
▲

SuccessfulSuccessfulSuccessfulSuccessfulSuccessful
programmesprogrammesprogrammesprogrammesprogrammes
reflectreflectreflectreflectreflect
audience needsaudience needsaudience needsaudience needsaudience needs
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Ondas Imaginativas
by Lina Holquin

In this project, local radio producers sought to
promote positive images of their neighbourhood,
a place previously associated with violence, drugs
and prostitution. Further, they wanted to create a
dialogue that raised the issue of domestic violence
and the problems of young people. To promote
their ideas they used urban transport as a
communication mechanism, supplying cassettes
to transport workers who played them to their
passengers, something of a captive audience.
Later, this strategy was strengthened via a weekly
magazine radio programme called La Voz del Barrio
(The Voice of the Neighbourhood). In order to
understand their goals for programming and their
audience, a simple strategy was developed in
which these young producers initiated a group
discussion that sought to identify “who they were”

in terms of age, work, gender and lifestyle, as well
as their fears, aspirations and dreams. Also, the
participants portrayed their own best friends within
the community in similar terms. As young people,
these programme producers sought to understand
themselves as a way of understanding their
audience. The second part of the exercise was to
get the participants to imagine the programme that
they would most like to hear, including broadcast
style, format and content. This process helped
Ondas Imaginativas identify its own programme
goals and, to an extent, its own biases in a simple
manner. Having the producers ask ‘‘who they are’‘
and ‘‘what they want’‘ provided an initial evaluation.
It must be stressed, however, that it is equally
important to ask audience members these same
questions.

Lina Holquin is a communications specialist working in Latin AmericaLina Holquin is a communications specialist working in Latin AmericaLina Holquin is a communications specialist working in Latin AmericaLina Holquin is a communications specialist working in Latin AmericaLina Holquin is a communications specialist working in Latin America
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Frequently, audience engagement with mass media has been criticised
for being overtly passive, with listeners or viewers cut off from
producers and the ability to reply. Simple participatory media-
monitoring and evaluation strategies could play an important role
in transforming this aforementioned passivity into meaningful
dialogue between media producers and consumers. Furthermore,
participation would allow previously disempowered sections of any
given organization or community to help define their own needs,
goals and aspirations, as well as contribute to the definition of project
needs, goals and aspirations.3

The process of giving a voice to the audience need not be complicated
or academic. The work of young radio producers working in
Bucaramanga, Colombia, is an example of how gathering audience
reaction can translate into a simple participatory monitoring and
evaluation exercise (see page 170).

Working in conflict areas can raise important problems related to
participatory methods of evaluation. The most obvious is that
security considerations or mobility issues may limit access to the
audience. Even so, audience feedback should still be obtainable
through the convening of small focus groups, even if the scope and
make-up of those groups is limited. This crucial exercise will help
eliminate many of the assumptions that are present in conflict
situations, and ensure that projects reflect the real information needs
of the audience.

Give a voice toGive a voice toGive a voice toGive a voice toGive a voice to
the audience tothe audience tothe audience tothe audience tothe audience to
eliminate manyeliminate manyeliminate manyeliminate manyeliminate many
assumptionsassumptionsassumptionsassumptionsassumptions



172

LIFELINE MEDIA: REACHING POPULATIONS IN CRISIS

Afghan women and children.
Photo: UNICEF/J. Hartley
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Chapter XI:
Developing indicators

Establishing indicators (benchmarks by which a project can be
measured) is an essential component of evaluation, yet often difficult
in conflict situations. Indicators will help determine whether the
programming has had an impact on the audience and whether it
may have made the audience change its opinions and eventually its
behaviour. This is particularly important in programmes that aim
to promote peace by encouraging the audience to alter its perceptions
of the “other”.

Developing indicators from the outset of a project can help guide
information programmers in the management of their projects.
Trying to predefine a set of generic indicators, however, is risky as
each media project will need its own set of specific benchmarks,
relevant only to its locality and culture. Predefined indicators are
likely to ignore the local peculiarities of the conflict and lead to
heavily skewed results as a consequence. Instead, programme
producers will need to establish their own ideas of “what is important
for us” and also establish from their audience “what is important
for them”.

Even so, there are enough common aspects of humanitarian and
peace-building programmes to offer guidance to programme
evaluators. This was the aim of an exercise undertaken by Media
Action International in 1998 when it designed a set of indicators to
be used to measure the impact of media projects aimed at preventing
conflict.1
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1. Media profile

A simple manner to determine whether programmes have a chance
to achieve their objectives is to carefully consider the media’s profile.
The following are a key series of questions to be examined to help
determine whether or not the target audience is being reached and
their information needs are being met.

Do programme producers have possession of key audience data?
Has the project done its homework and learned enough about the
audience to ensure that programming is well targeted?  This includes
demographic information, as well as preferences for programming
formats and airtimes. Without this essential data, even if collected
rapidly in crisis situations, programmes are hampered from the
outset.

Is the programme reaching a significant enough number of people
to have an impact? In a crisis situation providing programming to
a small portion of the population may not have enough impact to
actually warrant the investment. Also, it is not unusual to find media
programmes in emergency or refugee situations concentrated in
urban areas (often the capitals) with rural areas left with an
information deficit.

Can the audience actually hear (or see, or read) the programmes?
Are the programmes broadcast to an audience which has access to
radios, for example? And if not, have steps been taken to ensure
that this situation is rectified, by distributing radios for example?
Are newsletters being printed for a largely illiterate population? Does
the information campaign focus on television when only minute
portions of the population actually have access to television? These
are all fairly obvious queries, but crucial. Knowing the capacity of
the intended audience to receive the information programming is
an essential component of needs assessment. During monitoring
and evaluation exercises, it is important to ensure that the situation
hasn’t changed because of population movements, or breakdowns
in infrastructures.
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Does the programming reach the key players – on both sides –
especially for peace-building programmes? It has been repeatedly
emphasised that for humanitarian and post-conflict programmes to
be successful they must not be seen as belonging to one faction or
the other. The location of the offices of the project may therefore
become an important issue.

Does it reach influential members of the community, especially
opinion leaders? The strategy of targeting opinion leaders may be
crucial in many societies.

Are the programmes broadcast at the right time? An initial needs
assessment will determine the best time to broadcast programmes,
but in a fluid situation, such as mass migration, these times may
change. For example, in Albania, Project SPEAR began broadcasting
the radio programme, In the Name of Humanitarianism, at
1800 hours every evening. Several months into the refugee crisis,
the Kosovar government-in-exile launched a daily news bulletin on
Albanian television at the same time. It was necessary to reschedule
the humanitarian radio programmes to a more suitable time. The
scheduling time was determined by a monitoring exercise with a
sample group of the audience.

Are the programmes presented in a manner that indicates a
thorough understanding of the audiences’ preferences? The hate
radio station, Radio Television Milles Collines in Rwanda, was
initially a major success because it drew in its audience through the
broadcasting of popular Zairian music while the national Rwandan
state radio played boring and unpopular music. Radio Television
Milles Collines’ programming was entertaining and upbeat. The
programmers thoroughly understood the style of programmes which
the audience preferred and used this to their advantage. The same
must hold true for humanitarian and peace-building programmes.
Again, knowing the audience’s tastes – in music and programme
format – and responding to those likes and dislikes will make all the
difference in achieving successful programming.

The above list of questions can provide the basis for developing a
simple set of indicators to determine whether the profile of the media
being used in the project is appropriate. Evaluators will need to
adjust questions to suit specific circumstances.
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2. Understanding the conflict

As mentioned throughout this guide, undertaking research aimed
at identifying root causes of a conflict and specific attitudes and
behaviour is a fundamental step to take prior to launching a project.
Therefore, programming should reflect the results obtained during
the initial research.  Indicators would include:

Does the programming reflect a clear understanding of the key
causes of the conflict? Of course, there may be a multitude of
explanations presented for causes of the conflict, but programming
should ensure that these are included in the content in order to
respond to the perceptions of the target audience.

Have potential connectors been identified? Does programming
emphasise the connectors that link adversaries in a thoughtful and
thought-provoking manner?

Is programming linked to ongoing conflict resolution processes
within the community? Programming which is considered part of
the community is more likely to impact on the audience, particularly
if conflict resolution processes are locally generated.

Has “common ground” between the adversaries been identified?
Does programming focus on those areas where adversaries are in
agreement and build upon that common ground?

Undoubtedly, each project will develop indicators specifically related
to the circumstances at hand. The above are simply suggestions on
which to design an appropriate strategy.

3. Media approach

A third category of indicators relates to an effective media approach
to peace-building. There are a number of principles applied to the
media in health education that could also apply to media projects in
humanitarian and peace-building. These include:

Does programming take a positive approach?  Not “If this conflict
continues there will be untold misery for everyone” but rather, “If
a ceasefire is agreed, there will be valuable business opportunities
here which will benefit everyone”.
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Is there a concentration on key messages?  Messages must be
carefully selected, and be directly linked to the peace-building
approaches identified in the initial research.  For example, if one of
the strategies is to concentrate on “connectors”, does the
programming offer enough room for development of this theme?

Are the messages regularly repeated? Programming should provide
an opportunity to repeat key messages again and again but not in
boring and predictable ways. How often are some of the messages
repeated? Does the audience remember the messages?

Is the programming entertaining? Nothing is more likely to negate
the positive effects of careful research and planning than messages
and programmes delivered in stale and dull formats. Does the
audience appreciate the way in which the programme is presented?

Is the programming interactive?  Getting a dialogue going with
the audience will reinforce the pressure for peace that the vast
majority usually favours. Radio can do this through vox-pops, or
phone-ins. When listeners participate in programming, through
having their letters read on the air, for example, the more likely it
will be that audience loyalty will be built.

Is there a multi-media approach? The greater the number of media
acting together, the greater the impact is likely to be. A radio campaign
can be backed up by a poster campaign… a video presentation may
be followed by a series of radio programmes discussing the video.
These are all likely to increase the impact of the programmes.

Has an incentive for peace been thoroughly explored in
programming? Programming should regularly cite clear, immediate
and tangible benefits for the target audience. Does the programming
encourage the audience to consider how they personally, and society
as a whole, might benefit from a peaceful resolution of the conflict?

The above indicators are designed to help project managers and
evaluators establish their own evaluation strategies based on a few
common approaches. Again, however, it should be noted that these
indicators should be developed at the start of a project. The
evaluation process serves to determine whether the programming
followed through with its intent. It is hoped that these indicators
will make the task of “measuring the immeasurable” a bit easier.
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Evaluating Operation Lifeline Media – – – – – Mozambique
by Nicola Harford

In Mozambique, Media Action International
designed a project to improve information services
to affected people shortly after the floods of
February 2000. The main activities included the
distribution of over 7000 Freeplay clockwork/solar
powered radios, and a daily half hour programme
Ndhambi (Flood) broadcast by an Emergency
Broadcasting Unit set up within Radio
Mozambique. The programme focused initially on
the immediate information needs of the affected
population and the response of government and
aid agencies to their plight.

The challenge in this situation was to assess the
impact of a relatively short-lived intervention – less
than four months after distribution of radios
started and broadcasts began. The main objectives
at this stage were two-fold: (1) to assess the
effectiveness of distributing radios to be used as
community assets through multiple agencies
working on the ground;  and (2) to gather audience
feedback on Ndhambi to be used to guide
programme-making for the remainder of the
project lifetime. The evaluation objectives and
methodology were based on the original project
document but adapted to reflect the reality of
implementation. Stakeholders including Radio
Mozambique, Freeplay Foundation, the Ministry
of Health, UNICEF, WHO, World Food Programme
and ICS (Community Radio) were invited to
contribute their ideas to the design process.Given
the constraints of time, finance and personnel, a
largely qualitative approach was taken using focus-
group discussions as the main tool for eliciting
information. The different groups that were
contacted in the flood-affected areas had the
following characteristics: rural resettled people,
rural returnees, people still living in rural

accommodation centres or in close proximity, and
returnees living in peri-urban areas. In addition,
for control, rural returnees were interviewed in
areas where radio distribution had not taken place.
A checklist guided the discussions and findings
focused on the following main areas:

Group listening to Freeplay radios: we were
particularly interested to learn whether the concept
of a radio as a community asset had been
conveyed and practised, and how this was
managed. We found that over 85% of the radios
had been distributed to affected communities by
partner organizations working on the ground but
the main difficulty was in getting detailed feedback
from the multiple agencies involved as to the
whereabouts of each radio.The majority of people
entrusted with keeping the radios understood that
they were the custodians and not the owners of
the asset and that it was for community use. More
importantly the communities themselves
understood this and in many cases had themselves
nominated people they trusted to be responsible
for the radio.

Comments from many respondents about the
inconvenience of going to a central location to
listen suggests that in practice, unless a group is
already meeting or coming together for another
pre-existing reason, collective listening does not
occur spontaneously.

Radio listening patterns, especially appreciation
and perceived benefit of Ndhambi: Ndhambi was
fairly frequently mentioned among the
programmes people said they listened to on their
own radios or the wind-up radios, but it was not
listened to by all groups using wind-up radios.
Ndhambi was liked both for presentation and
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content and was said by many to be valuable in
bringing up problems they were facing, as well as
bringing news of what was happening in other
areas. Some mentioned specific health information
that had been of use to them but there was also
an expressed desire for information on mother and
child health problems, and for the programme to

involve more women as reporters and presenters.
People also seemed to have internalised the
message that they should not wait for aid but get
on with reconstructing their lives themselves and
wanted more emphasis on this, as well as for the
programme to be closer to them and reflect their
own lives.

Nicola Harford is an independent media researcher based in Harare, ZimbabweNicola Harford is an independent media researcher based in Harare, ZimbabweNicola Harford is an independent media researcher based in Harare, ZimbabweNicola Harford is an independent media researcher based in Harare, ZimbabweNicola Harford is an independent media researcher based in Harare, Zimbabwe

Refugees from Rwanda at the Biaro Camp in Kisangani.
Photo: UNHCR/27023/04.1997/R. Chalasani
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A makeshift camp at Amisi providing temporary shelter for Rwandan refugees in Zaire.
Photo: UNHCR/270026/01.1997/C. Bowers
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Chapter XII:
 The rapid survey method

Evaluating information projects in war zones raises extraordinary
challenges, especially concerning getting proper access to populations
on the move.

It is hardly likely that evaluators will have the time or resources to
interview large numbers of respondents. In conflict situations, it is
likely that access to the population will be restricted, often by
security considerations. Subsequently, Search for Common Ground,
and its media wing, Common Ground Productions, which run
projects in some of the most difficult countries in the world,
including Liberia, Burundi and Sierra Leone, commissioned the
development of a rapid, low-cost, non-standard survey method. The
Rapid Survey Method was created as an acceptable alternative to the
use of textbook quality methods when conducting audience surveys
in war zones.1

The survey aims to combine low-cost rapid field data collection in
war conditions, and a minimal need for survey expertise on the part
of the evaluation team. The survey was designed to be replicated by
other organizations involved in the creation of radio and television
programmes for peacemaking and related activities.

A key factor of the survey is its rapidity. For example, the evaluation
process below was carried out in Liberia in just two weeks. It
included:

1) the writing of the survey questionnaire;
2) pre-testing and revision of the questionnaire;
3) design and administration of a training course of the local survey

team;
4) identification of groups to be sampled, and setting of group

quota sizes;
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5) preparation of survey forms (duplication, and quality checks);
6) creation of an audiotape with programme excerpts to be played

to respondents (for radio programmes); similar material for
television or print programming;

7) hand processing of data by the local survey team;
8) data processing;
9) report writing.

The survey consists of three categories of questions that are designed
to reveal the effectiveness of any information programme:

1) identification of the amount of listening or viewing during each
hour of the broadcast day – to guide programme scheduling
decisions;

2) gathering of programme reactions and advice from members of
key stakeholder groups (such as refugees, leaders of
governmental and non-governmental organizations, opinion
leaders) – to identify strong and weak aspects of the subject
matter and presentation;

3) measurement of outcomes brought about by the programmes
in the categories of knowledge, attitudes and actions – to evaluate
programme effectiveness.

The Rapid Survey Method is innovative in that it aims to resolve the
thorny issue of how to ensure that sample survey groups are reflective
of the target audience. This is extremely difficult in fluid conflict
situations where one part of the population may be displaced or
actively engaged in military activities.

By developing quota samples, the Rapid Survey Method aims to
ensure respondents are representative of the population.

Quota sampling means specifically that a limited number of audience
categories to include in the survey are designated. The next step
entails establishing the quota, that is, an exact specified number of
respondents, to be surveyed in each designated audience category
and sub-category. For example, an audience category may include
women refugees with a sub-category being composed of women
refugees, heads of households. Once categories are designated, the
survey team must seek out individuals who fit into these categories.
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In a process known as interception point sampling, surveyors
question respondents at convenient locations, such as market places,
or food distribution centres in refugee camps. Surveyors should
seek to go to places where they are likely to meet individuals who
will fit into the pre-selected categories. These might include health
centres for mothers, and schools for children. They then interview
a representative number of individuals within each category. In some
professional survey organizations, 30 is considered the minimum
acceptable sample size for any group whose data will be used either
for making a population projection or in making comparisons among
groups.

The Rapid Survey Method was tested in Liberia, where project
managers identified 16 categories, ranging from university students,
soldiers, schoolteachers, to housewives, taxi drivers, and farmers.
Anywhere between 10 and 40 individuals were interviewed in each
category.

Displaced persons at Sarshahi Camp in Afghanistan.
Photo: UNHCR/J. Fakhouri/11.1994
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In 1999, an evaluation was undertaken to provide guidance to
Talking Drum Studio (TDS)for further programming. The Rapid
Survey Method was used, as well as key informant interviews
and facilitated discussions, to map the current state of the civil
conflict in Liberia, assess the role of the studio in peace-building
and to learn about the reach, appeal and effectiveness of the
programmes.

One of the most interesting findings from the research underlines
the importance of not making assumptions about an audience’s
perception of conflict. For example, the study revealed that
poverty was one of the top problems people faced as a result of
the war and there was not enough programming to address this
issue. Interestingly obvious themes, such as ethnicity and
tribalism, were considered to be far less important.

Another important finding focused on the role of women in the
resolution of the conflict. The survey indicated that women are
still deeply affected by the civil wars. Meeting their needs is
essential for making progress towards a stable peace in the country.
At the same time, however, the evaluation also indicated that
women’s responses were generally less enthusiastic than men’s,
leading staff to conduct further research.

The evaluation revealed important details about how the audience
perceived TDS productions. For example, although 74% of
respondents said they were aware TDS produced programming
on post-war trauma, only 63% found them effective.

There are several questions that may be raised in the application of
this approach, such as does the sampling procedure include a wide
enough range of groups to reasonably represent all the population
or is the sample size large enough to reduce the margin of sampling
error to within tolerable limits? There is also an indication that this
survey might be most effective in the development of formative rather
than summative evaluations because the need for statistical rigour
will not be the same.
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That said, the Rapid Survey Method is important because it highlights
the need for new evaluation tools in conflict areas. It is a another
step in the process of recognising that traditional methods of
evaluation which rely heavily on statistical data may be less important
than qualitative methods for media projects.

The Talking Drum Studio evaluation is interesting in that several of
its recommendations mirror the points made in this publication.
These include ensuring that:

● reach of programmes is adequate;

● the needs of all categories of potential audiences are met (for
example, women and children);

● perceptions of the audience as to causes and effects of the war
match the programming addressing these issues;

● there is consultation with content experts to ensure effectiveness
of information on specialised matters such as health.

In conclusion, it is clear that well-conceived evaluation of
programmes will lead to better and more effective programming.
But it is important to stress that evaluation is an ongoing process,
and one that should be considered at the beginning, the middle and
the end of a project.

Much of what is known about the impact of media projects is based
on careful reasoning: if the project follows a strategy proven to be
effective in other arenas (such as health programming), the likely
result will be similar even if it is impossible to offer statistical data
to back up this assumption. As this field grows, it is hoped that
more effective evaluation tools will be developed, lending credibility
to the notion that media can impact positively on humanitarian and
conflict situations.

Evaluate atEvaluate atEvaluate atEvaluate atEvaluate at
the beginning,the beginning,the beginning,the beginning,the beginning,
the middle andthe middle andthe middle andthe middle andthe middle and
the end ofthe end ofthe end ofthe end ofthe end of
a projecta projecta projecta projecta project
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Liberian refugees in Guinea are repatriated voluntarily.
Photo: UNHCR/28297/03.1998/K. Diagne
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Conclusion

Access to relevant and accurate information is increasingly
recognised as a legitimate need in humanitarian crises. But beyond
a simple tool for the empowerment of affected populations, it should
be remembered that information is also an entitlement issue. The
19th article of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights provides
for the right to seek, receive and impart information and ideas
through any media and regardless of frontiers.

Lifeline Media: Reaching Populations in Crisis was designed as a
guide to encourage the development of new media projects to help
ensure that this right to information is respected in conflict situations.
Its aim is to offer new projects an opportunity to benefit from some
of the lessons already learned in the field.

Undoubtedly, the rapidly changing face of technology will offer
increasingly sophisticated opportunities to communicate with
populations in crisis in the next decade. Digital and satellite
technology is becoming more affordable, and wireless media will
eventually be available to all. Even so, there are likely to be several
fundamental principles which will remain, regardless of the medium
used to reach affected groups.

● Research prior to launching a media project is essential.
Understanding the conflict and the audience’s perception of the
conflict is key. A better-researched project will be more cost-
effective in the end because it will be in an enhanced position to
meet its goals and objectives.

● Working with and through existing local media structures is
preferable to establishing new stations or other infrastructures,
unless there are no credible or trustworthy local partners.
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● Local journalists should be trained to report conflict in a
solution-oriented manner, and recognise that this is not a
contradiction with professional standards of impartiality and
objectivity.

● Evaluation of media projects is a long-term process, which
should aim to lead to better and more relevant content.

Above all, media projects should aim to consider the target audience
as a partner in the process of developing effective information. It is
in this way that media projects have the best shot at succeeding in
their goals, and the need of the population for accurate, and effective
information will best be met.
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Glossary

International Committee of the Red Cross
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies
International Rescue Committee
Media Action International
Non-governmental Organisation
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe
Search for Common Ground in Macedonia
Search for Common Ground
Radio France International
Talking Drum Studio
United Nations Children’s Fund
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation
United States Agency for International Development
Voice of America

ICRC
IFRC
IRC
MAI
NGO
OSCE
SCGM
SFCG
RFI
TDS
UNICEF
UNESCO
USAID
VOA



200

LIFELINE MEDIA: REACHING POPULATIONS IN CRISIS



201

CONTACT LIST

Contact List

AMARC World Association of Community Radio Broadcasters
International Scretariat
3525 Boulevard St. Laurent, Bureau 611
Montreal, Quebec, Canada H2X 2T7
Tel: 1-514-982—0351
www.amarc.com

BBC World Service Trust
Room 102 NE Bush House
PO Box 76 Strand, London WC2B 4PH, UK
Tel: 44 (O)20 7557 2013
Fax: 44 (0)20 7379 1622
www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/trust

Center for War, Peace, and News Media
Dept. of Journalism and Mass Communications NYU
418 Lafayette St. Suite 554
New York, NY 10003, USA
Tel: 1 212 998 7960
Fax: 1 212 995 4143
www.nyu.edu/cwpnm

Conciliation Resources
PO Box 21067
London, N1 1ZJ, UK
Tel: 44-207-359-7728
www.c-r.org

Disaster Management Center
Cranfield University RMCS
Shrivenham, Swindon SN6 8CA, UK
Tel: 44 179 378 5287
Fax: 44 179 378 5883
www.rmcs.cranfield.ac.uk/dmc
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Fondation Hirondelle
3, Rue Traversiere,
CH 1018 Lausanne, Switzerland
Tel: 41 21 647 2805
Fax: 4121647 4469
www.hirondelle.org

Freeplay Foundation
56-58 Conduit St.
London WIR 9FD, UK
Tel: 44 207 851 2600
Fax: 44 207 851 2675
www.freeplayfoudation.org

Johns Hopkins University Center for Communications Programs
111 Market Place, Suite 310
Baltimore, MD 21202, USA
Tel: 1 410 659 6300
Fax: 1 410 656 6266
www.jhuccp.org

IMPACS - The Institute for Media, Policy and Civil Society
Suite 910, 207 West Hastings Street
Vancouver, British Columbia, V6B 1H6, Canada
Tel: 1-604-682-1953
www.impacs.org

International Committee of the Red Cross
19 Avenue de la Paix
CH 1202 Geneva, Switzerland
Tel: 41 22 734 6001
Fax: 41 22 733 2057

International Federation of Journalists
266 Rue Royale
1210 Brussels, Belgium
Tel: 32-2-223-2265
www.ifj.org

International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies
Chemin des Crêts
1209 Geneva, Switzerland
Tel: 730-42-22
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INTERNEWS
P.O. Box 4448
Arcata, CA 95518, USA
Tel: 1 707 826-2030
Fax: 1 707 826-2136
www.internews.org

Media Action International
Villa de Grand Montfleury,
Versoix 1290, Geneva, Switzerland
Tel: 41 22 950 0750
Fax: 41 22 950 0752
www.mediaaction.org

Media Peace Centre
Earlgo Building, 3rd Floor
Cnr Kloof and Park Streets
Cape Town 8002, South Africa
Tel: 27-21-244402
Fax: 27-21-2444402

The Panos Institute
9 White Lion Street
London N1 9PD, UK
Tel: 44-207-278-1111
www.oneworld.org/panos

Search for Common Ground
1601 Connecticut Ave.
N.W. Suite 200
Washington, DC 20009, USA
Tel: 1 202 265 4300
Fax: 1 202 232 6718
www.sfcg.org

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
Case postale 2500
CH-1211 Geneva 2 Depot, Switzerland
Tel: 41 22 739 8943
Fax: 41 22 739 73 92



204

LIFELINE MEDIA: REACHING POPULATIONS IN CRISIS

United Nations Childrens’ Fund (UNICEF)
3 United Nations Plaza
New York, NY 10017, USA
Tel: 1 212 326 7000
Fax: 1 212 887 7465

World Bank Post-Conflict Unit
Conflict Prevention and Reconstruction Program
1818 H Street, NW
Washington, DC 20433 USA
Telephone: 202-473-4163
Fax: 202-522-1699
E-mail: Post_Conflict@worldbank.org
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