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Introduction 

When UN Secretary General Ban Ki Moon visited Burma, three weeks after the category 3 Cyclone 
Nargis struck on 2 and 3 May 2008, the Burmese regime finally agreed to admit aid workers. Nargis 
was the worst natural disaster in the history of Burma, severely affecting 2.4 million people.   The 
World Food Programme (WFP) was permitted to airlift supplies into the affected delta region and 
medical teams were allowed in from countries in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN).  Local NGOs and individuals took considerable personal risks distributing aid on their own, 
especially in interior areas where foreigners were not permitted to travel.   

The BBC Media Action response, with support from Irish Aid and Vodafone Group Foundation, was 
to broadcast a lifeline programme on radio providing potentially life-saving information to promote 
the health and well-being of those affected by Cyclone Nargis. The programme, entitled “Kyanmarye 
ne Naung ye” (Living Today, Stronger Tomorrow) was launched on 2 June 2008 on the BBC Burmese 
of the World Service. A six-minute programme broadcast three times per week with three repeats 
ended on 15 April 2009, after 135 programmes.  BBC Burmese have 8.5 million regular listeners. That 
scale of media intervention would not have been possible on any broadcast platform inside the 
country given the strict censorship controls at the time. 

The purpose of the Lifeline radio programme was threefold:  

1. To provide information on disease prevention and health promotion in order to prevent ill-
health 

2. To provide a semblance of routine and normality through the programmes 
3. To improve mental well-being (psycho-social) of individuals and families. 
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Project Description 

Sample of topics covered: 
 

 

How to use tarpaulin 
Many people were unfamiliar with tarpaulin, so the programme 
provided information about different ways it can be used to reinforce 
shelter. 

 

Swimming lessons 
To improve protection for children, the programme urged parents to 
teach their children how to swim to reduce their risk during future 
flooding. 

 

Care for livestock 
Listeners were given information about how to care for animal health 
to protect the livestock that had survived the flooding. 

 

Rainwater Harvesting 
The programme talked about how to capture rainwater and purify it for 
use after the cyclone. 

 

What worked and why? 

BBC Media Action is uniquely positioned to bring life-saving information to audiences vulnerable to 
crisis through partnership with local broadcasters or World Service platforms, often with immediate 
access.  This was the case for Burma Lifeline, which was produced primarily in London (the BBC was 
banned from operating inside the country during the former regime). Resources included skilled 
staff, technical equipment, as well as in-depth knowledge of cultural, linguistic, political and 
operational contexts. Humanitarian media interventions are ideally implemented as soon as possible 
following a disaster and continue as the area transitions to a more stable status.  Equally important 
are disaster risk reduction interventions to help mitigate the consequences of disasters when they 
do occur.  The reason why the Burma Lifeline worked so well was attributed to programme makers 
combining this rapid and ongoing response approach.   

When aid agencies began to move into rehabilitation the format of the programmes also changed. It 
widened the thematic remit beyond health, covering livelihood opportunities more broadly. Ideas 
and practices that were deemed practical, accessible and affordable were introduced and discussed 
through drama spots, voices from the Delta, expert interviews on the theme/issue of the week, 
dialogue between two presenters, and followed by a re-enforcement of the key learnings by the 
presenters.  The continuity of the programmes, following on from the immediate emergency phase, 
provided an opportunity to introduce many risk reduction practices and also provide information 
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about how to set up early warning systems.  BBC Media Action also re-visited health many times, 
talking about safe motherhood, female hygiene, and child health.  

The programmes made many breakthroughs obtaining interviews from both local NGOs and 
government officials who initially refused to participate in the programme.  Over time, people 
gained a better understanding of the programmes and their purpose to complement the ongoing 
relief and recovery work in the delta.  Relief workers and officials became more willing to share the 
challenges and successes of their work.   

Based on the advice of these technical experts, and first-hand information from those working on 
the ground in the areas affected by Cyclone Nargis, the programmes were still able to deliver 
information in a clear and engaging way, making use of the following formats: 

 Interviews with experts in relevant fields, both those based in Burma and outside 

 'Real' stories where survivors of the cyclone shared their experiences and information about 
what happened to them and how they are coping  

 A clear presentation of all available and verifiable information  

 Practical tips on what people can do to support early recovery if no outside help is available 

What didn’t work and why? 

As the BBC was banned from operating inside Burma during this period, delivering this type of 
content remotely was the obvious key constraint.  To overcome this when formulating programme 
content, the project team remained in close contact with the various ‘clusters’ – technical working 
groups, working inside Burma. Access to these groups (meeting minutes and up to date contact 
details) was easily accessible by the cluster website: http://myanmar.humanitarianinfo.org  

It was also not possible for BBC Media Action to carry out formative and impact research, as is 
otherwise usual practice.  BBC Media Action relied on interviewees and agencies working on the 
ground, on letters sent in, and on anecdotal evidence for feedback, as evidence of impact.  

To overcome these obstacles the project team generally relied on good coordination and feedback 
from key stakeholders. Organisations consulted included, but were not limited to, ActionAid, Care, 
Christian Aid, Concern, Internews, International Rescue Committee, International Organisation for 
Migration, International Union for Conservation of Nature, OCHA, Save the Children, Tear Fund, 
UNICEF, UNDP, WHO, World Concern, World Vision and the World Food Programme.   A brief 
evaluation was produced at the end of project based on key informant in-depth interviews.   

That the BBC Burma Lifeline programme was able to broadcast Lifeline specific information for 
almost a year without being on the ground is testament to the determination and professionalism of 
the project team.  It was imperative for the credibility and impact of the programme to establish and 
maintain links with agencies working in-country, and to secure interviews with people in the Delta; 
and with experts and officials.   

The BBC brand was both a strength and a vulnerability.  Interviewees wanted the message to get out 
on BBC airwaves, but sometimes requested anonymity because of fear of repercussions due to 
association with the BBC, despite the fact that the BBC is highly respected. 

Lessons Learned 
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Media Plan 

Scenario planning between Media Action and aid agencies is crucial in order to prepare the most 
effective information delivery strategy. The media plan as a first step should include: 

• Consultation with aid agencies 
• Review of media landscape 
• Population information needs assessment 

Information delivery strategy  

In order to launch a lifeline programme the following actions are likely to deliver a clear information 
delivery strategy: 

• Identify immediate and medium term information needs:  

Where to look for family members/loved ones, registration centres, medical support – location and 
procedures clinics and health centres, food - where there is access to minimum basic food supplies; 
access to practical items.  

• Create culturally appropriate templates and formats: 

Delivering this information in a manner that is sensitive to the cultural and religious practices and 
norms of the community is essential. There are also different formats and genres that serve different 
purposes in terms of the information needed (factual, persuasive, reassurance etc.).  

• Confirm schedule and optimal timeslot: 

Understanding media consumption patterns and preferences will also identify optimal timeslots in 
the broadcast schedule to provide information in order to reach the maximum audience and/or 
specific target groups (mothers).  

• Coordinate with key aid agencies and experts: 

Throughout the information delivery phase, it is crucial that the programme team works closely with 
the network of aid agencies in order to stay abreast of changing circumstances and updates on the 
ground.  This will ensure that the programme resonates with the affected populations and is 
accurate about service delivery activities. 

Programme broadcast  

As a lifeline programme continues to broadcast, the needs of affected populations and the activities 
of aid agencies evolve.  In order to stay in touch with these changes, it is important to establish 
feedback mechanisms and to respond actively to feedback from listeners. This includes: 

• Evolve information delivery as needs change  
• Create formal feedback mechanisms and announce this throughout the broadcast 
• Respond to feedback from listeners regularly and use it to create content 

 
The amount of time will vary according to the extent of the disaster and the scale of the relief 
efforts, which, in turn, will influence the changing information needs of the population. What is 
more important, however, is the recognition that information needs continue beyond the immediate 
aftermath of the disaster.  

Impact evaluation  

In order to understand the impact of the lifeline programme, BBC Media Action draws on a range of 
research methods to capture different outcomes among different stakeholder groups. Research 
objectives include: 

• Establish listener awareness and reach  
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• Assess impact on service delivery of aid agencies 
• Conduct programme review with key production and editorial staff 

 
The outcomes captured should be linked directly to the specific information delivery objectives of 
the lifeline programme. The challenge of conducting a robust research programme under high 
security and disaster conditions should not be underestimated.  
 

For more information about the Burma Lifeline project contact:  
Victoria Hollertz, Projects Manager Asia, BBC Media Action Email: victoria.hollertz@bbc.co.uk 
 
 


